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Want to read a short story for every day of the leap year? Here’s a collection that might help. Some of these pieces tell of the fantastic, others which take us to the stars and a myriad of other worlds, and still others that horrify with creeping tales of the undead. Every story is an exploration of something that might have been and never was, or something that might yet be. Take a break from the world that is, and explore other possibilities.
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2nd EDITION NOTE: This edition is a renewed version of the first edition, with the main changes being the new cover, new front and back matter, extensive re-paragraphing, Americanization of spelling, and some minor word changes. Outside those changes, most of the content remains unchanged.
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License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Dedication

––––––––
[image: image]


For all those who believed in me enough, that eventually I had to believe in myself.
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Thank you.
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Thank you to Chuck Wendig, whom I have never met. A while back Chuck used to set flash fiction challenges, and through them I really learned how to loosen up while writing, write more cleanly, tighten up my writing, and to not be afraid to meet a challenge. I also learned to write under the pressure of a deadline, when I had no idea of where to start or what to write about and, through these challenges I wrote settings and characters I would never have thought of or met, without the challenge prompt – or perhaps I might have, but it would have been much later, who knows. Either way, I wish to acknowledge Mr. Wendig’s encouragement to all writers, and the way his challenges have inspired me, and many others, to expand our skills.
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January 1st
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The New Start
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Written on June 13, 2015, for the January 1 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece draws on the theme of colonization.

––––––––
[image: image]


We looked down on the planet, and knew it was a fresh start. We looked on the planet, and felt a frisson of dread. The planetary survey said it was empty, a living world, but not inhabited, and none of us could work out why.

Our world had developed sentient life, why had this one not done the same? It made no sense. We landed four days later, having confirmed the scans, and set to work farming the verdant land. The barns and first homesteads were in place within a week—it’s amazing what prefabrication can do—and the scientists were analyzing every growing thing for edibility.

We had plenty of dried rations, and there was no sense upsetting the ecological balance if we didn’t have to. We’d started planting orchards of the local stuff, and a careful coupla fields of imports, when the natives made themselves known.

Seems the planet was inhabited after all—just no on the surface. They decided to let us stay.
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January 2nd
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The Worth of Dragons
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Written on May 17, 2015, for the January 2nd entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about when one might consider hiring a dragon.
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Equipped for the charge, they rode out. They rode, not flinching when the gates boomed shut behind them.

They knew what they faced, did not shy from it, but steadied their mounts as the first troll rose from the fens, and poured on the speed to lead the monsters out, moonlight dancing in their wake. The trolls followed, drawn by hunger, by outrage at the derring-do, drawn out by the terrified horses, who fled, leaving droppings in their wake.

The knights rode hard, a legion of fell trolls on their tails, to where the dragons waited. Dragons are expensive but, for a menace such as this, it did not seem too much to pay.
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January 3rd
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Land Shark
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Written on June 13, 2015, for the January 3 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece explores an otherworldly danger colonists might have to face.
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All the birds had left the field. It was the only way I knew something was desperately wrong; they’d left an entire row of leafy greens unpecked, and they’d headed for the hills—the far hills. I watched the distant specks that were the flock, and then stood carefully on a rock.

There was another rock closer, so I hopped the gap between them and perched on top of that. Maybe now I could see what was going on in the field. Nothing, just as I’d feared. I waited, wondering what to do, wondering if I was over-reacting, and then I caught sight of Dane.

Dane was crouched on a rock on the other side of the field, but he was staring at its base, both hands on the edge to support himself as he peered over. I focused on the base of his perch and saw what I had feared. The ground was moving, rippling like water when something large moves through it just below the surface.

It looked like Dane had been coming to deal with the birds, and the creature had homed in on him as soon as the birds had flown. Lucky Dane.

He lifted his head and saw me. I saw his silent request for help in the movement of his lips, and sighed. I would have happily stayed atop my rock, but if the creature was over there, it wasn’t anywhere near me.

I nodded, glanced back up the hill and knew the slope would slow me down more than the monster in the earth. There was a clump of rocks further up—bigger than what I was standing on and offering more of a chance for Dane. He was closer to the homestead.

I heard him shouting as I leapt off the rock, but I wasn’t listening. I hit the top of the other rock, and then leapt as far as I could. He was swearing before I took the third earth-bound stride and I hoped he’d snap out of it while the creature was focused on me.

I could feel the earth tremoring behind me, as I closed on the boulders—too soon, too close. I stepped sidewards and then quickly back, and was rewarded as the monster surfaced. It overshot, and I watched it make a wide arc before remembering why I had to run.

I made the ledge with it snapping at my heels and looked back to see Dane legging it through the compound gates. Now, all I had to do was wait. The earth shark circled, coming to the surface so it could roll to give me a lazy eye.

I watched the vibration-sensing tendrils lining its head wave, watched it extend eye stalks to gauge the distance, and prayed the shark hunting team wouldn’t be too long in coming.
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January 4th
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The Heckler’s Gully Threat
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Written on June 13, 2015, for the January 4 entry in 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this is another science fiction piece about someone dealing with a colony threat.
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It took David Jones three years to get over what happened at Heckler’s Gully. He shipped off-world and away until he no longer woke screaming at the nightmare, training all the while, and then he returned.

He came hunting bear, but armed for wallingroot, and he found that Heckler’s had a worse reputation than before. He visited with him mom, learned his pa had tried to take on Heckler’s monster on his own, and shed a few tears.

Wiping them away, he outlined his plan for her, and explained why they had to do it together. Weapons used for wallingroot were barely tough enough, but between them they made Heckler’s Gully a place no one else had to fear.
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January 5th
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Me, Miss Delight, and the Scrapie Dilemma
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Written on June 13, 2015, for the January 5 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the world of Odyssey and Miss Delight.
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I don’t know what made me call in Miss Delight, but I’m glad I did. It was a routine mission, on a routine world, and of course it went all to hell. Because, ya know, none of it was routine. The scrapies had dug themselves in deep, and they didn’t want to come out.

They wanted to take this world for their own, and giving it back wasn’t anywhere on the to-do list. Makin’ them change their minds was all that was on mine. I found a set of burrows right under the capital, and my routine ‘guard-his-ass’ mission went all to shit. Scrapies have a distinctive scent, and they can pass for mid-to-large Benine.

The boss thought he was dealing building materials with a Benine mining corp, and I took him to a meeting so we could sign the deal. Found myself in an elevator with a very twitchy Benine-guised scrapie and managed to keep it bland until we’d stepped into the office foyer.

“Sir, that’s not the right case,” I said.

It was code for “We need to get the Hell out, now” and we’d discussed it, but he very nearly argued and blew our cover. Instead, he opened his mouth, caught my eye and glanced down at his case.

“Well, I beg your pardon,” he managed, turning to the receptionist. “He’s right. The hotel is two blocks down. We’ll be right back.”

“You could always send your man,” she said, and it was the nicest purring contralto I’d ever heard.

Damn Scrapies had done their homework. Boss had a weakness for coffee-toned redheads with voices like sex kittens. I’ll give him this, though, he managed the sweetest smile of regret a guy has ever pulled, and told her no.

“My man is terribly uncooperative about fetch-and-carry tasks,” he said. “Says it’s not what I pay him for.”

It was true. That was exactly what I had told him, the one and only time he’d tried it. Turns out he’d been testing me, and was more than pleased. To say I was relieved to actually have a principle who understood what I was meant to do, and intended to cooperate, is an understatement.

Anyways, we got back into the elevator to avoid rousing suspicion, and then got right back off, the minute it stopped at someone else’s call. Well, they could hardly follow us off, now, could they? Would have been too suspicious. My boss and I, we ran the stairs, took the fire escape and headed in the direction of the port.

Dammit! I’d had some good stuff back at the hotel.

Anyways, the port didn’t have another flight until the evening. We both knew that. I’d sussed another road earlier, took it until we were two towns over, changing hires each town. Gotta love a man not afraid to carry an unsecured cred stick. We went a bit extra, until we hit a fuel stop to the middle of nowhere.

Miss Delight was not impressed, but she was more than happy to go play elimination with the scrapie. She’d brought a whole team along to party.

“Figured you wouldn’t yelp for nothing,” she said, and she was grinning fit to bust.

I took the command wand to the shuttle and got my principle the hell out of there. Miss Delight is efficient to the max, but there is no way she is tidy. We lost the contract to the fake Benine, but the contract to rebuild, well, the boss says that one’s better.

And me? I’m stuck guardin’ his ass, until someone more difficult comes along, and I get reassigned. I’m figurin’ it could be a whole lot worse.
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January 6th
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Dragon Lily Swarm
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Written on June 14, 2015, for the January 6 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is set in the treacherous Medilo Swamp.
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On an island in the Medilo, Roseman sat and watched the water. He watched it from the hollowed-out centre of a broad-leafed kavarn, peering past the fleshy fronds at the swirling dragon lilies.

They hadn’t been here yesterday. They’d drifted in under the full moon. If he hadn’t been watching the will-o-wisps dancing on the other side of the lagoon, he would have missed it.

Dragon lilies only fly once a year, when the fertilized flower pods spread their petals and rotate clear of the rest of the vine. They are a sight to see, and one that should be avoided, for the tiny dragonets are more voracious than piranhas, and think nothing of staining their pearlescent scales with blood.

Having agreed on terms with the telepathic kavarn, Roseman had backed beneath its leaves and into the hollow that kept him off the ground and away from the swamp’s other predatory denizens. There was very little in the Medilo that wouldn’t eat a human.

The dragon lilies were hunting. They needed the protein so that they could grow, and the lagoon had been filled with amphibians. Roseman used the camera’s periscopic lens to record it without leaving his sanctuary.

As he watched, he tried to work out just exactly how he was going to get himself off the island. Dragon lilies were known to swarm for days.
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January 7th
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Urban Guardian
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Written on June 22, 2015, for the January 7 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was inspired by seeing one dog ignoring its owner in order to confront another, while out on its daily walk.
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“Tinker! Tinker, get back here!” The garaffel’s owner was almost beside herself, but Tinker didn’t give a tinker’s cuss.

He’d seen the hound walking by its owners and set off.

“Tinker!”

Tinker ignored her. He bounded up to the where the paths met and waited, his neck quills raised and slightly quivering.

The hound approached with caution. It clearly didn’t want to tangle with a garaffel, but it wasn’t going to leave its masters undefended.

Heidi had to admire the creature. Noble, those drag hounds. Like paladins, they’d go do something foolish in order to try and do something right. And, like paladins, they’d usually die in the process. In this case, death didn’t happen.

“Sragund. Get behind.”

Hounds were also more obedient than garaffel. Sragund got behind his owner, and a shimmering outline of blue surrounded both humans and their hound.

Tinker stared, and Heidi knew the magic fizzed in its head. The garaffel rattled its quills once more, and backed slowly away as the trio it had been challenging continued walking to where the paths intersected.

Garaffel. Cat-like dragonets with a spiny ruff of quills, but no wings, were popular pets, but so few owners knew how to control them. Heidi cancelled the spell she’d been about to call in the hound’s defense, glad, for once, to see a wizard who took care of his pet.

“Tinker!”

She watched as the garaffel slunk back to its owner and was properly collared, wondered how long it would be before this one appeared in the city pound for eating the neighbor’s cat.
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January 8th
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The Rescue (I)
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Written on June 22, 2015, for the January 8 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece started with the first 9 words and went from there. It seems to be influenced by news of the many rescued illegal refugees we see, today.
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The starships came, screaming down from a starlit sky, trying to beat the storm. We waited, hoping they would land in time for us to board and them to make orbit before the storm hit.

The storm, a sight to see, left nothing alive when it had passed—above ground, anyway. The cave-dwellers had called us, but we’d ignored their invitation.

We were here without permission—planets with sentient life-forms weren’t open to colonists, and we had nowhere else. Well, now we were going, our distress calls answered just in time, by the very law keepers we’d tried to avoid.
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January 9th
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A Day in the Star Marines

––––––––
[image: image]


Written on June 22, 2015, for the January 9 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece started with the first line, followed by a mental picture of a scene from Starship Troopers, and went on from there.
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“Do you wanna live forever?”

Well, no... but another few years would be nice.

“Sir! No, sir!”

“Then move out!”

Great. Right into the path of the storm...and its dragon.

The wind outside is cold, burning our breath to dust in our throats. It lashes our uniforms, scatters grit against our goggles. The dragon roars.

“Stand fast!”

Sure. ’Cos, you know, Sarge, that that roar ain’t already frozen my feet to the ground.

“Diplomat Henrique will talk to the dragon. If the storm turns, it lives. If Henrique falls, you fire. Lock. And. Load!”

Whoop ya. Where’s that lovely underbelly?
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January 10th
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Father’s Day Nightmare
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Written on June 22, 2015, for the January 10 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece still bears some military influence, but was inspired by a line on social media by a friend. Names have been changed to protect the innocent.
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I feel bad that Henry’s Father’s Day isn’t a good one. First thing, he got called up.

Yes, called up, not in. His papers were hand delivered at Oh-dark-hundred, and the phone call to make sure he got them woke us.

It also woke the triplets, who were supposed to be at Granny Jo’s, but who’d all come down with spots. We’d kept Henry right away from them, and told the recruiters.

The recruiters didn’t care. They whisked him outta there and onto the battlefield without a by your leave—said if he comes home at all, we’ll be lucky.
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January 11th
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Pretty is as Pretty Does
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Written on June 22, 2015, for the January 11 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece came out of the—forgive me—‘blue’.
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In the trees outside, I see a flock of butterblues, and I pity the birds that come to visit. Don’t get me wrong, butterblues are beautiful, but they’re carnivores.

These ones come every once in a while. Last time, they ate the cat. This time, they’re watching my toddler play inside. Pretty or not, those oversized feathered lizards make one move towards the tot and I’ll forget they’re supposed to be protected.

One comes up and dances outside the window. My little one gurgles happily and bangs on the glass, and the butterblue cocks its reptilian head and shows its fangs, and that’s when the toddler pulls out her brother’s water pistol and fires.

It’s enough for the flock. They leave. It might only be water dripping down the glass, but they’ve got the message. Some of us are predators, too.
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January 12th
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Of Giants and Trolls
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Written on June 23, 2015, for the January 12 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece started with the first sentence and went on from there. The ending surprised me a little, but I think I’ll keep it for one of my alternate earths.
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On the portside, strode a giant eating caviar. I didn’t like the look of him, but I couldn’t complain. The giants had, after all enabled our escape from the trolls, although for what purpose, I dreaded to think.

Fairytales and nursery rhymes danced in my head. Grind his bones to make my bread danced there, too. So far, the giants seemed benign, apart from having a real thing for containers of caviar from the Black Sea, and a reluctance to take the trolls head on. I wondered why, the giants were plenty big enough.

The answer came when one of the giants dropped his caviar into the ocean and started convulsing. He disappeared under the waves, only to surface, his hide a putrescent green, the intelligence gone from his suddenly bloodshot eyes. Trolls were to giants what zombies were to men. No wonder the giants wouldn’t take them head on. We fled.
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January 13th
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The Vampire Blight
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Written on June 23, 2015, for the January 13 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is again themed by vampires.
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We wanted to live forever, but died in droves, spilling our blood on the dying earth, until it lived again. Those we left behind thought us fools, thought the vampires parasites, killed them when they found them, and killed us, too, just in case. And they were right.

We were fools. The vampires wanted only cattle and slaves, occasionally raising one of us from pet to lord, if their purpose saw fit. The curse of their presence blighted the land, but the blood of their slaves, and the ashes of their dead, revived it. The hunters came a-cleansing.
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January 14th
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Creation of the Cascades
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Written on June 23, 2015, for the January 14 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was inspired by all those stories that tell of the making of worlds.
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I lived a-dreaming, sleeping in the down of clouds, dormant as the world formed, and the ship set down. I lived to be rudely awoken, on a world I had not foreseen the need for, in a solar system that had held nothing but the sun-trapped rocks of an asteroid belt, all orbiting at the perfect distance for life, once gravity and atmosphere had been formed.

We all lived, and because we lived and the ships’ AIs had been programmed to perpetuate the species, we woke to what you now call The Cascade, an archipelago of worlds rotating in a coruscating stream to provide our species a home.
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January 15th
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Protocols of Success
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Written on June 23, 2015, for the January 15 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was again inspired by a challenge from the United States Marines. For some reason, the opening phrase haunts me with a multitude of answers.
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“Do you wanna live forever?” the Sarge had asked, and I’d found I hadn’t, not after what I’d seen and what I had to face.

So, when I yelled “Sir, no, sir,” with all the others and ran with them from the ship, I hadn’t cared. I certainly hadn’t expected to find myself the last man standing, alone, on an alien world with no relief manning in sight.

They hadn’t expected us to take this particular plateau, had given us no orders of what to do if we succeeded, so I followed protocol. When the natives came, I made contact.
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January 16th
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The Psi Knows Best
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Written on June 23, 2015, for the January 16 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is another story set to conversation, and another piece on colonization and first contact.
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“Well, what’s next?”

“What do you mean ‘What’s next’?”

“I mean exactly that. What are we going to do next?”

“What? After this?”

“Yeah, well, it’s not exactly like we’re finished here, is it? I mean, sure, we’ve survived the landing, made contact, turned the hostiles into friendlies, survived the kelpies and the sandmen, and built the village, but what are we going to do next?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“It might be for some.”

“So, why not us?”

“Because I keep feeling like there has to be more, like we’ve fulfilled the orders, but not the purpose behind them.”

“You’re not going all psychic on me, are you?”

“Not on purpose.”

“So, what do you think we should be doing next?”

“Well, I have this feeling about what’s behind that line of hills.”

“Are you serious?”

“Sure.”

“Fine, but we’ll take the hovers and be back in time for dinner.”

“Okay, then.”

*   *   *
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“Glad we parked the hovers at the bottom of that gully. Those guys sure aren’t friendly.”

“They’re not meant to be here.”

“How can you tell... oh.”

“Sorry.”

“So, what do we need to do?”

“Get them back on their ships, and never wanting to come back.”

“And how are you gonna achieve that? ... It’s a book on rodents. And your point is?”

“This page.”

“You wrote that?”

“Uh huh.”

“Since when did you have enough time to talk to the native population, and write a book on rodents?”

“You were busy.”

“Well, I’m busier, now, and I still don’t see your point. Wait. You are not suggesting we...”

“Yeah, I am.”

“But that’s insane.”

“Yeah. Fun, too.”

“All right, then. Let’s get started. HQ had better appreciate this.”

*   *   *
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“That took longer than expected.”

“Uh huh. But it’s done. See? That one’s heating its jets already.”

“Fine! We’ll watch to make sure they leave, and then we’ll go home.”

“HQ will be pleased, and we’ll even be home in time for supper.”

“You know that for a fact, do you?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, of course you do.”
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January 17th
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Flight into the Dawn
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Written on July 25, 2015, for the January 17 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about running away, but also running towards something.
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Shimmering twilight surrounded me as I walked through mist wreathed meadows. The grass swished damply around my feet, and I knew my footprints would form a dark green path for those who followed, but that was good. I needed them to follow me through the misty twilight of a new-born day.

Behind me, the first howl shattered the dawn. It was followed by a second, and then a third, until finally the morning danced on a wave of sound. The mist shuddered. The sun quivered just below the horizon. I started to run.

I wanted to call for help, but knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Besides, I needed my breath and help was coming. I just had to stay ahead of the wolves. I ran eastward, into the rising sun, praying the mist would dissipate before it was too late.

Far above the sea of grey, Tarvenath circled. As soon as the mist cleared, he’d see my trail and lift me from the ground. So, I ran, and when the mist fled before the dawn, the dragon followed the dark path I had left and took me from the pack—just.
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January 18th
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When the Zombies Danced
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Written on July 25, 2015, for the January 18 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns to the zombie theme and probably has leanings towards the mysterious properties of plants.
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Zombies don’t dance, or so the experts say, but I know. I saw them. And they do dance. They dance like maniacs all iced up, or demons on speed. They dance like marionettes whose puppeteers are ignoring the laws of physics and having it work for just. this. once. And I never want to see it again.

I had hidden from the zombies, as you do, as you must, and I knew they would come and find me anyway, because up a tree, at the top of a hill, is the dumbest place ever to be, when the sirens call and the zombies answer. But I had no choice. I’d been caught in the open, and they’d come, and I’d climbed, trusting the foliage to hide me, and stillness to keep me safe.

Neither would have worked. The damned creatures had caught my scent and I was done. But the weirdest thing happened when they reached the top of the hill.

They pushed through the freesias, and the lilies and the tiny, tiny blue-stars, and they started to dance. The scent of crushed flowers rose around me, and the dance grew faster and more wild. I watched them shake themselves apart, falling down among the flowers one by one, and then I watched them—all through the night and into the late afternoon of the next day. And they didn’t move.

When I walked among them not a single one of them twitched, not a single jaw snapped reflexively at my heels, not a single hand scrabbled towards me. They were done. I crept away, then, down the hill and into the nearest shower, and then I headed back to camp.

And camp still does not believe me, but I keep planting the freesias, and the lilies and the little ipheon blue-stars, because I believe the zombies will come again, and I hope they come in spring when the flowers bloom. Because when they do, everyone will see them dance.
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January 19th
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Davenmouth Showdown
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Written on July 20, 2015, for the January 19 entry to 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this is a tale of fantasy involving trolls, elves and a cave system.
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The elf came riding into the daylight, reining his mount to a halt, three lizard-lengths beyond the entrance of the Davenmouth Caverns.

“Let me pass,” he said, “and then flee for your lives.”

“We cannot flee,” our commander said, “and why should we let you pass?”

The elf smiled, and nudged his mount forward.

“Because I have even more to lose than you, and I will show no mercy.”

We drew steel at that, but still he came, riding slowly forward, one lizardine pace at a time. He drew no weapon as he came, but the air around him crackled with power.

When his beast was a bare head away from our captain’s own, we heard the tunnels howl.

“They come,” he said. “Now, let me pass.”

And the captain nudged his mount aside, so the rest of us did the same. The enemy for which we had been waiting had arrived. We did not need another.

The elf harmed none of us, as he passed, and we faced the tunnels. Bowmen took arrowheads wrapped in oil-soaked rags, swordsman struck torches. Our mounts shifted restively beneath us. We steadied them as the first creatures emerged. The slingers met the pack leaders with a barrage of oil.

Fire followed, to howls of outrage and oaths of revenge. We heard the elf’s voice raised in a chant.

I would like to think we would have held them without his intervention, but the captain says otherwise. The elf sent a ball of fire arcing past us, and into the tunnel mouth, and then the caverns exploded and there were a bare half dozen trollmen to take down.

We owed a debt, but there were worse things than owing elven wizards; We had our lives and the citadel was safe.
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January 20th
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Because of a Wand...
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Written on July 26, 2015, for the January 20 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this short fantasy is a tale of origins.
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If the wizard hadn’t broken his wand, we would never have known how angry the druid really was, but he did, and it was our fault for making him that mad in the first place.

First, I had dropped a beaker full of shroom slime—a three-day journey to replace—and then Misk had asked him six times how to say one word in the incantation and had proceeded to get it wrong. The wizard had screamed the word at her three times, jumping up and down on the spot before making some kind of aaargh! sound and breaking his wand in two.

Well, some of the words he came out with then were unprintable, but me and Misk listened well, so we could use them later when there weren’t any grown-ups around. And then we fled.

“What was it made of?” Misk asked.

“What?”

“The wand. We’ve got to get him another.”

“But we don’t know how to make a wand.”

“Yeah, but the least we can do is get him the right wood to make another.”

“I’m pretty sure you need magic to make a wand.”

“Do you think he’ll tell us the spell?”

“Nah, but we can ask the druid about the wood. Nothing comes out of the forest he doesn’t know about.”

And that was how we learned the druid was planning to raze the town and everyone in it.

“But why?” Misk asked, her eyes filling with tears.

The druid’s face had softened, and he’d laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Because it must be cleansed.”

“But what about the people?”

The druid had looked uncomfortable.

“They’re the reason it needs cleansing.”

“But they didn’t know.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does. How can we make it right if we don’t know? You... you... you always say we should try to sort the problem with the least upset to the balance. Well, how much upset do you think killing a hundred innocent people is going to cause. You’re just as bad as a...a troll!”

At least the druid had laughed.

“A troll, eh? One of those wouldn’t use fire... but I guess you’re right.”

And that was how the villagers learned just what they’d done when they’d hunted down one of the gods’ sacred stags, and then eaten it for supper.

“But we didn’t know,” they said. “How can we repay?”

And so they’d become the People of the Velveteen Antler, deer by day and human by night, cared for by Misk and me and our descendants until the debt was paid. At the end of three hundred years, they discovered one more thing—so infused had their deer-selves become with their humanity they could change at will, and became the People of the Velveteen Antler in truth.

And the wand?

There was a tree where the deer browsed. At the top, touched by the light of three moons and the rising sun, was the first twig of spring. Misk cut it loose and stored it, gifting it to the wizard’s daughter when she came of age and showed she’d inherited her father’s talents.
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January 21st
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Holiday Misadventure
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Written on July 26, 2015, for the January 21 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this science fiction tale is about new worlds and old dilemmas.
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“If you look out the window, you’ll see them,” I said, and they all turned.

And they all screamed, and then we had to run like hell, because I’d had to raise the storm shutters for this little experiment. Apparently, the carlewin could hear through thickened glass—and they moved like lightning. The glass was no match for their hardened face ridges, but we’d made it to the other room by then.

“You did that on purpose!”

“I told you to be quiet!”

“How were we supposed to be quiet with those...those things outside?”

“I don’t know, but last time I looked you were all grown-ups and in control of yourselves. My mistake.”

“You’re fired.”

“What? Now? Or just as soon as I save your ass?”

That shut him up. One of the others reached out, laid a tentative hand on my shoulder.

“After,” Lou Ellen said. “And I’ll talk to him.”

Now, please control your tongue, rested unspoken between us. I smiled. I liked Lou Ellen. Her intervention wouldn’t do an ounce of good, but that wasn’t her fault.

“Okay,” I said. “Follow me.”

I got them out, even if the carlewin did totally wreck the chalet, and learned what human hunting lodges looked like, but that didn’t faze me. And I did get fired, but that didn’t faze me, either. Lou Ellen asked if I’d consider taking up a position on her staff—on a very out-of-the way part of a continent on one of the worlds she held shares in.

As postings go, this one’s pretty special—and I like the dragons. We have an understanding.
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January 22nd
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The Dragon’s River
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 22 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about an escape and a dragon.
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The river flowed fast and free, leaping over rocks and stones, and swirling around bends. I wished it would flow faster, carry me further and away. I wished it would take me beneath the trees and keep me hidden from the sky. But the river did not agree.

It refused to cooperate. It carried me out of the forest, and out of the shadow of the hills. It carried me out across the open plains, growing deeper as it carved its way through the rich soil.

I tried to reach the bank, wanting to pull the reeds around me, over me, wanting to kick free of the water and get dry. The current would not let me go, pulling me ever forward across the grasslands, under sun and moon and stars. It did not let me go until I heard the thunder of the falls, and I begged it, sobbing, to release me and let me reach the shore.

I tried to swim crosswise and, finally, I found a tiny swirl that pulled me into a rocky pool, close enough to grab hold of a bank I could not climb. And it continued on its way, laughing fit to burst, as I looked up at the dragon I had fled, and it looked down at me.

“Did you enjoy your swim?” it said, and I let it pull me onto the grass.
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January 23rd
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Halliday’s Arrival
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 23 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece explores reasons why people would hide, and how they might be received.
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When Halliday hid aboard the starship, all he wanted was a refuge. He never dreamed he’d find a home.

“What are you doing here?” one crewman asked.

“How did you get aboard?” the other demanded.

“I’m hiding,” Halliday, answered the first.

“The ship invited me,” he told the second.

“The ship invited you...” the second said, and grabbed his colleague’s arm, towing him from the cell.

Halliday leant back with a sigh. He tilted his head and looked up at the ceiling, closing his eyes.

I thought you said I’d be safe, he thought, focusing on the presence he knew to be the ship.

“I also said you would be welcomed,” the ship replied. “I did not promise that your abilities would go unremarked.”

It was true, and Halliday felt the first sharp pang of despair. What he might have said in response was stalled as the door opened. The two crewman had returned, but the woman with them was new. She did not bother opening her mouth.

“You spoke to my ship.” Her voice sounded loud in Halliday’s head.

Two could play at that game, he thought.

“Yes.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“She says you mean no harm.”

“I only seek sanctuary.”

“Let me see.” Her thought made him hesitate, but he felt the ship give him a nudge.

“I...” he said, and the ship nudged him again.

“I...” he started... and the ship pulled at that part of his mind where the memories hid.

“I...” he tried again, but the ship was insistent, and the woman a curious presence.

Halliday gave in, and let the memories unfold.

They were gathered tight around him, when the memories were done. The ship had broadcast what he’d shown it on the internal screens, and Halliday felt his ears grow warm with embarrassment.

“Refuge?” he asked, in a voice that shook, and those who could wrapped him in mental warmth.

“Always,” came the answer, as they removed his cuffs.
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January 24th
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Narrow Escape
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 24 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about a narrow escape in a future time.
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“You look like a lost puppy, sitting there.”

I shrugged. Jervis could think what he liked. His narrow-minded stupidity meant little to me, now that I knew the extent of his treachery.

“I could give you a home.”

Now that had a definite leer. I had been resting my head on my hands, so I raised it and looked up at him.

“Take home a lot of strays, do you?” I asked.

He shrugged, his turn to ignore the question.

“There’s a place on the rug for you,” he said, and this time I heard more than lust. This time, I heard sincerity, a hint of welcome. I wondered how long that welcome would last when I refused his advances.

“I am not a lap dog,” I said, and found out how fast he could turn.

Within a heartbeat, he was crouched over me, pushing his face an inch from mine.

“No, but you are a right bi—”

“The girl said no.” Carlisle.

I might have welcomed that voice, if it had arrived a week earlier, and I was glad it hadn’t, given what I’d learned in the interim.

Jervis pulled his face out of mine, and took a step back. My phone beeped, my second distress call answered. I checked the message, shielding it from two curious pairs of eyes.

“Gotta dash,” I said, pushing slowly to my feet.

“I’ll get the car,” Carlisle said, turning.

“Don’t bother,” I told him. “I know about you, too.”

Slowly, stiffly, I walked past them both. My back stung from the lashes I’d taken for ending up on their idea of the wrong side, but I was out the front door, and sliding down the steps in spite of it.

There was a shout behind me, so I broke into a run. I sure hoped I didn’t have to keep it up for long.

I didn’t. They used the phone as a target point, and grabbed me mid-stride, hauling me into an unmarked car that was airborne before it started moving forward. Stars, but I loved VTOL.
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January 25th
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Interdimensional Incursion at Rockleigh Museum
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 25 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was inspired by the sight of three large vases standing under some stairs opposite where I was waiting for class. I wasn’t at a museum.
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The vases stood empty beneath the stairs—or, at least, they had stood empty, until a moment ago. Now, they rocked uncertainly, shadowed movement stuttering along their lips. I took a very careful aim; the curator had been specific about what he would do if I so much as singed the design, and I had need of my spleen.

The first two interdimensionals were easy to dispatch, coming clear of the vases to hunt. The third remained inside, chattering to itself, and singing. I crept closer, unwilling to risk damaging the vase, but needing to clear the museum before dawn. The first school excursion was at nine, and the museum could neither afford the publicity, nor the law suit an attack would bring. Nor could it afford to cancel, with the lack of government subsidies flowing in.

The creature kept singing and chattering, so I took another step forward. It shifted slightly, and I paused. It resumed chattering, and I moved forward. Somewhere during the process, the curator returned and stood watching a short distance away. I ignored him, ignored the gasp he made as I moved idiotically close, ignored the hand half-raised to stay me.

I was glad to also ignore just how close the tip of his scimitar came to my nose when it beheaded the monster that leaped out of the jar, and wrapped itself around my face. The jar rocked, but the curator reached out and steadied it with one hand.

“Thank you,” I said, and his lips ticked up in a brief and humorless smile.

“I really didn’t need another spleen for my collection,” he said. “Go home. The cleaners will be here, shortly.”
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January 26th
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Warehouse 37 and the Unicorns
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 26 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the world of pixie dust and those who harvest and protect it.
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The unicorns came prancing through the dawn, their white hides dappled gold, their blue eyes bright with the light of battle. They danced lightly over the grassy verge and clattered down the roadway, daring the rare pre-dawn motorists to do anything but give way.

Most blamed the sight of sixteen ice-white unicorns on a lack of sleep. One blamed it on still being drunk, two on being hungover and one merely incorporated it into a drug-induced delusion.

When the unicorns reached Finch Avenue, they turned down it, and bounced into an easy canter. They flowed through the gate of Warehouse 37, skewering its mesh with their horns and taking it right off its hinges. They shook it loose and trampled it underfoot before zeroing in on the warehouse.

Their first rear-hoofed knock made the building tremble to its foundations. The second caused the locking mechanism to shatter. The third bounced the locking bar in its cradle.

“For God’s sake, let them in,” one man moaned.

“Let’s sneak out the back way,” said another.

A chorus of musical neighs broke the morning air, drowning out the suggestion. The sound echoed through the warehousing district like a series of alarm bells. It brought the elven guardians running. It brought the Paranormal Squad in panicked haste.

The elves and their hounds covered the warehouses rear entrances. The Paranormals arrived as the front door caved in.

“Surrender!” they ordered, but the dust runners were too terrified to listen, and the unicorns took no prisoners.
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January 27th
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A Quick Chat with the Boss
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Started on January 17, 2015, while trying to get some sleep, this piece was completed on January 27, 2015, for 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece just dropped out of the blue, a bit like the subject in the opening line.
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“He dropped out of the ceiling, sir.”

“Ceiling.”

“No hole. No crash. No nothing. Just straight down. Bam, one minute. The next, he grabs Anastazi—”

“And you shot him.”

“Took the rope clean out. He fell like a stone. Hit the floor a solid whack, and Stazi did the rest.”

“I see, but did Stazi have to—”

“—hit him so hard? Stazi didn’t, sir. Just gave him a jab of Copaceti.”

“In the thigh?”

“Only place she could reach.”

“Then where did the rest of the bruising come from?”

“Seems he already had that, sir. We’re not sure why.”

“You sure he was making the snatch of his own volition?”

“Sure? Never sure of anything, sir. ’Cept they were after Stazi again.”

“Why Stazi?”

“Still tryin’ to find the answer to that, sir. Maybe this one will tell us.”

“Nope.”

“We lost him?”

“Seems he wasn’t the only one who could drop out of the ceiling.”

“But the room was screened!”

“Yup. Medics didn’t see it coming.”

“They took the medics?”

“Medics gotta lotta value on the black.”

“My wife was in there.”

“They missed her. Seems your lady carries a weapon in the med bay, which is strictly not allowed.”

“I got spooked.”

“She’s a big girl, Gunny. Told me so, herself. Told me all her medics were going armed from here on in. Said she’d proved the point. Won’t tell you what she told me to do if I didn’t like it.”

“I can imagine.”

“Let’s say we’d neither of us better need medical for a week or two.”

“What did I do?”

“Seems you put a—now what did she term it—a goddamn tracer-beacon in my medical center and you oughta have known better.”

“Oh, lord.”

“You can bunk in the office, if you like.”

“That won’t help Stazi.”

“And that’s another thing. Your missus has a theory on Stazi, but Stazi just won’t play ball. You better go speak to the girl, ’cos I think your better half has a point.”

“Is that an order, sir?”

“Do I have to make it one?”

“No, I’ll talk to Stazi. I’d like to be sleepin’ in my own bed before the year is out.”

“See to it, Gunny. We’ll get this sorted, yet.”

“Yessir, Major-General, sir!”

“Dismissed.”
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January 28th
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Clearing the Museum
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 28 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the museum and its interdimensional incursions.
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The mouse danced from light to light, scurrying through the shadows on hurried paws. It danced and scurried without being detected by the lurking demons, and did not relax until it reached its hole.

It was not the only one stalking the shadows. I, too, slipped, quick and quiet through the dark, but I was hunting and not in full flight. Why these creatures came during the day before a school excursion was beyond me.

We’d even tried changing the days, but it did no good. Somehow, they always knew. So, I hunted them, always praying I didn’t find something bigger in the dark.
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January 29th
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A Fairy for the P.O.S.
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 29 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece again returns us to the world of pixie dust and those who fight to protect its origins.
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The fairy flew high, hiding in the warehouse lights where the glare hid her sparkle. The dust-runners considered her an inconvenience—a pest that had escaped. They also figured she had to sleep sometime, and could be caught later.

They were wrong on all counts bar one—she was a pest, one with a radio the Paranormal Operations Squad had commissioned just for her. And she had called them in.

These dust runners were going to pay for what they’d been planning on doing to her and all the rest.
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January 30th

––––––––
[image: image]


Monster Hunters
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Written on August 3, 2015, for the January 30 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece takes us back to the museum and its interdimensional visitors.
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The two older gentlemen met at the stairs, one ushering the other one up before him in a display of gentlemanly grace. Neither seemed aware of the darkness that watched them through the eyes of another painting.

Fortunately, they, elderly professors both, were of no interest, save that they were still there and might report its intrusion. It watched, but grew impatient when neither came down again. It grew still more impatient as the night passed and neither showed any sign of leaving their offices.

Finally, when the sun could be felt trembling along the horizon, it could wait no more. And they were waiting, those two old and seemingly insignificant professors, waiting, as they had in days gone by, to catch their prey.

Because what the entity had forgotten, and their students had never known, was that, as monster hunters age, they grow more cunning.
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January 31st

––––––––
[image: image]


The Golden Curse of Starnek
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Written on August 4, 2015, for the January 31 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece explores the dangers that might be found on new worlds.
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Tanlia stretched her hands towards the sparkling glow. She had loved the golden starnek blooms ever since she’d seen them in her parents’ photographs. But they only bloomed once every fifty years, and some idiot had decided to close the planet while they did so.

Tanlia couldn’t imagine why. She had wanted to put the starnek on her parents’ graves, but had been forbidden. Still, that wasn’t going to stop her.

Getting the blooms back onto her home world would be a piece of cake after the effort it had taken to sneak in to collect them. Tanlia stepped down onto a plateau filled with the glowing blooms. They enticed her with their scent and wild display of color, as she reached for them.

This was where her parents had died. Tanlia might not be any closer to discovering how, but she could at least show the world the last of their secrets—and that’s when the flowers revealed exactly what they were, and Tanlia learned the nature of her parents’ demise and the reason for a planet-wide quarantine while they bloomed.

She was still screaming when the ship teleported her on board. She woke screaming months later.

...and she no longer wanted the starnek adorning her parents’ graves.
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February 1st
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Trolls’ Demise
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Written on August 4, 2015, for the February 1 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about trolls vs. Christians.
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The trolls came out of the valley at dusk. They tumbled down the mountainside in a rush, each one thirsting after the Christian blood they had smelt on the breeze. Each one was determined to bathe itself in the source of that sweet perfume.

We stood ready. The creatures expected the camp’s gates to stay closed against them. They came down the mountain, harder and faster with every stride.

We dropped the gates just as the first wave reached us, and the trolls charged right into the fire pits. The sun lamps took care of the rest.
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February 2nd
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The Handover
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Written on August 4, 2015, for the February 2 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the universe of Odyssey and Miss Delight.
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Dark glasses covered her eyes. A woolen scarf covered her neck to her ears. The long grey coat hid an arsenal fit for any assassin, but was so well cut that no-one thought her anything more than the high-society lady she purported to be.

She walked right into the theatre, unbuttoning her coat. By the time she took her client by the hand, and pulled him into the curve of her body, she was able to wrap the coat around him. When the first assassin struck, she had a weapon in each hand, and was running her client to the door. He’d had the sense to pull her coat in front of himself, and had closed his mouth on any protest. He had called for the best.

She got him out, and into the car now parked in the foyer, and the driver had them out of the theatre before the door had closed.

“Glad to have you aboard,” the client said, once he’d disentangled himself from her coat.

The woman gave him a long, cool look and tilted her chin towards the other side of the car.

“I’m not your bodyguard,” she said. “I’m just retrieval.”

The client turned his attention to the man sitting quietly by the other door.

“You couldn’t get me out?”

“I wouldn’t have let you get into the mess, and I would have kept you alive for retrieval.”

“But you couldn’t have gotten me out.”

“Not if I’d been with you and identified as your bodyguard from the first. They’d have nailed me before I’d gotten out of my seat.”

“Then why do I want you?”

“Because he will keep you alive where I will probably get sick of your stupidity and kill you myself,” the retrieval artist told him.

The client stared at her.

“You wouldn’t,” he began, but stopped, when the man at his side laid a hand on his knee.

“Let’s not antagonize her,” the man said, as he settled, then, “Would you like a different bodyguard?”

The client looked at him, and glanced back at where the retrieval agent was cleaning one of the weapons she’d been using.

“I’m not available,” she said, “... and I’m not as good.”

“You recommend him?”

She paused in her cleaning to glare at him.

“I didn’t haul your ass out of there to give you to someone who’ll get it shot off.”

“Right.”

“So, I’ll do then?”

“You will.” The client’s voice was very sure.

“In that case,” his bodyguard said, “might I give you some advice?”

“Certainly.”

“If you want to get home alive and in one piece, leave Agent Delight alone.”
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February 3rd
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The Monster in the Closet
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Written on August 4, 2015, for the February 3 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece plays with the dangers of being the monster in the closet.
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The assassin waited in the dark. Tonight, he was the monster in the closet. He hated being in the closet, but it had been the only place to hide at short notice.

He was surprised when his target’s daughter said, “Mummy, there’s a monster in the closet,” worried when the mummy replied, “Don’t worry sweetheart. Mummy will fix it.”

He was momentarily mortified when Mummy shot through the closet door. He was dead before he heard the little girl shouting, “Daddy! Daddy! Mummy shot the monster in the closet!”
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February 4th
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The Flashlight Diversion
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Written on August 10, 2015, for the February 4 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is set underground.
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“Don’t come any closer!” Kevin’s voice rose higher in panic. “I’m warning you! I have a...um... I have a flashlight!”

Laughter rumbled in the dark.

Kevin flicked on the flashlight and waved it around. Almost immediately, he wished he hadn’t. Now he could see the creatures he faced.

Wide, yellow eyes gleamed in the light, dark orange pupils rapidly contracting. Matted fur framed long-snouted jaws and the ivory fangs currently bared in pain and anger.

“See?” Kevin shrilled, shining the light around some more.

The nearest beast took a step toward the rock on which he stood.

“Come down,” it said, and recoiled with a roar as Kevin shone the torchlight in its eyes.

“No!”

What might have happened next was not clear, because the cavern ceiling gave way. Light flooded in, and a uniformed figure dropped down to wrap itself around the young man. Kevin had time for one startled shout, before he was whisked out of the cavern.

“You have a flashlight?” his rescuer asked him. “What were you thinking?”

“You said stall them.”

“I didn’t say get trapped in a dead-end cavern.”

“I got lost.”

“You dropped the GPS.”

“Just tell me you got them out, sir.”

“We got them, son.”

“And Maeve?”

“And Maeve. Your diversion worked. Do it again, and I’ll take you apart myself.”
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February 5th
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Party Birds
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Written on August 22, 2015, for the February 5 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was inspired by a contest run by a group on LinkedIn, called the Writers Hangout. It’s a group writers can go to talk writing bits, and once a week it runs a contest based around a theme, idea or concept. The theme for July 23-30 was: BIRD(S). After that, it was entirely up to the author. Those were the only rules other than it must fit in a comment box. I guessed the length to be about 500 words.
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The birds came in the early morning—and stayed way past midnight. I brought them seed, and seedy drinks, vegetable and fruit juices along with their vegetables and fruits. I was very glad there were no raptors present. The fish brew for the seagulls was bad enough.

“Bar’s closed,” I told them when the clock struck nine, and was met by such a cacophony of squawking protest that I had to give in and let them stay, just a little longer.

I tried again at ten...and eleven...and at midnight. At two a.m., I tried again.

“I need to get some sleep,” I said, holding up a hand, when I saw beaks open to protest. “I am only human, after all. And there is only one of me. I’ll do one more round, and then I need you to go, so I can clean up.”

That seemed to get through to them, and they drank their favorite brews in record time. I saw them to the door, and waved them into cabs, or drunken flight. A very few tottered in wavery steps away down the street. When the last one was lost to sight, I closed the door and sank into a newly vacated couch.

There were feathers stuck in odd corners of the room, and bird droppings in neat little piles behind the settee—someone hadn’t made it to the bathroom. I sat on the couch and stared, thinking of the mess and the cost of refilling the pantry for their next arrival.

“This has got to stop,” I said.

“I agree.” The voice made me jump, startled.

I was on my feet, crouched and launching my first attack before I registered the need to move. My guest was not amused. How he had opened the front door and walked half-way across my living room without me noticing, I do not know, but he caught my first strike and turned it.

“Honestly,” he said. “You’d think I’d come to claim your virtue, instead of rescue you from importunious neighbors.”

“You have?”

“Have what?”

“Come to rescue me?” I asked, letting my hands drop, almost to my sides.

“Of course. You are not the first newcomer to this world to need rescuing from our feathered friends and the hallucinogens they bear.”

“Hallucinogens?”

“What did you think they sprinkled on you when they arrived?”

“Glitter?”

He laughed, and took me by the arm, steering me upstairs to the shower.

“Get clean,” he said. “I’ll call in the crew to deal with the house, and then I’ll show you who your birds really are.”

“Oh.”

“They do come as birds, don’t they?”

I nodded, and he smiled. It was a particularly nasty smile, and it wasn’t directed at me.

“We’ll fix them,” he said.

And two nights later, we did. Apparently the fey of other worlds had found new ways to party.
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February 6th
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End the Day Well
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Started on July 28 and completed on August 22, for the February 6 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is set in a post-apocalyptic landscape, and revolves around a reunion.
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Make sure the day ends well; it’s the only rule we have among us, and it’s a good one. For all the things we must face each day, to end the day well was what gave us the courage to face another.

Except that, as far as I could see, today was not going to end well.

I had been caught out in the open by a rival community. Worse, I had been caught out in the open while scouting their defenses for a way in—and I had managed to knock out three guards and acquire their weaponry. As one of my captors put it, I was “in it, but deep.”

I couldn’t even take note of the entrance paths, or the state of the colony; I was hooded, hands bound, and completely at their mercy. I was in it “but deep.” How I was ever going to get this day to ‘end well’ was beyond me.

“You,” said their leader, when I was brought before him.

“You!” I said, in unison; it was hard to say which of us was the more outraged.

“I should have known it would be you who found me.”

“And I should have known you would never die in such a stupid way.” I couldn’t help it; tears edged my voice.

“You mourn me?” He sounded surprised.

I could have choked him, if my hands were free...and maybe if one of his minions didn’t have a gun pressed hard against my ribs. I didn’t know whether to be happy or furious. His death had been on a day that had ended particularly badly.

“You mourned me,” he said, and I was glad to hear him sound just a little bit guilty. “I’m sorry.”

“Why?” I asked, daring to raise my head, just a little.

“We needed refuge,” he said. “I built one. I knew one day, you’d find me, knew it would do no good to try and find you.”

That made me smile. He was right, of course. This group would not have found us.

“A storm is coming,” he said. “A real storm. Not a tribal storm, but very bad weather. I’ve been tracking it for months. And now it is but weeks away.”

“Show me,” I said, for I, too, had been tracking a storm, one that had sat at the base of my skull and ached for, well, for months.

So he showed me, and I returned to fetch our people so we could ride the weather out together, and the day ended a whole lot better than I could have hoped.
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February 7th
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Louise’s Calling
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Written on August 22, 2015, for the February 7 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece was inspired by a contest run by a group on LinkedIn, called the Writers Hangout. Once a week the group runs a contest based around a theme, idea or concept. The theme for July 30-August 5 was: SCENARIO...a book is found and it changes everything. After that, it was entirely up to the author. Those were the only rules other than it must fit in a comment box. I guessed the length to be about 500 words.

––––––––
[image: image]


The book lay, open, on the table. The only thing remarkable about that was that there had been nothing on the table when Louise had come into the library. She knew this, because she remembered glancing at the table and admiring the needlework trapped beneath the glass top that covered it. Now, the needlework was obscured.

Do not read from the book. The thought made her giggle.

She remembered the saying from an old movie about a couple of Egyptologists who went looking for a mummy’s tomb in the 1930s. They’d found it, too, and an old book, and the book had brought the mummy inside the tomb to life. It was a fun movie, even if her friends teased her for liking something older than she was.

Louise shrugged. The book was there, and the library was empty. Someone wanted her to take a peek. It was the first hint of interest anyone had shown in her, since she’d arrived in this desolate place.

The city was plague-ridden. The country was empty. And her parents were busy talking to her aunts and uncles and the real ‘olds’—the grandparents. Her friends hadn’t come.

Some had already been sick. Some had been too scared to leave. Some had already locked themselves behind closed doors and were refusing to come out. One had committed suicide, along with her folks. Stupid.

The thought brought tears to Louise’s eyes, and she drifted over to the book, touching the open pages with her finger. Looking down, she began to read, and a tale of debt and woe was played out before her.

“All righty, then,” she said, mimicking one of her favorite comedic actors, when she was done. “Let’s live a little.”

Picking up the book, she walked to where her family had gathered in the sitting room.

“The people under the hill,” she said, and her grandparents looked at her, looked at the book, and then looked very, very worried.

Louise didn’t let that stop her. The fey really were their only hope—if they could make their own terms.

“They owe us a debt, and I’m the one to call it in.”
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February 8th
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About Face
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Written on September 8, 2015, for the February 8 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about the fortunes of war.
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“Do you want to live forever?”

If I never heard that phrase again, I would be a very happy girl. For now? For now, I shouted ‘Sir, no sir!’ with all the rest, and ran right out into the ambush. When I went down, it was under the Sarge, the machine-gunner and the comms carrier. It was a good thing the tiktaks left the dead where they lay. A good thing, and almost the end of me.

By the time the rescue team arrived I was having trouble breathing; the smell of carrion surrounded me, and the weight of the dead bore down on more than my soul. They all thought I was crazy when they dug me out and I picked up the nearest rifle, sedated me before I got fully to my feet.

Dayum—I wasn’t crazy; I was mad. Some dumb sonuva had dropped us right into the middle of a bunch of hostiles, who’d shot us all to shit. And I wanted to know who, and why, so I could make them as dead as the rest of my squad.

Fortunately, Odyssey take people like me, and then they use our interests to their best advantage. It wasn’t the tiktaks I was itching to kill, but the traitors upstairs.

It was just my good luck that Odyssey needed an assassin for the very same thing, and I had the skills and motivation they wanted.
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February 9th
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A Hazard of the Job
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Written on September 8, 2015, for the February 9 entry of 366 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece looks at an alternative life cycle on another world.
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Too much rain, I thought, looking out the window. Waaay, too much rain.

And I was right. The rain fell. It just fell and fell and fell, and I watched it—in between making sure the doors were sealed, and the windows, reinforcing the glass with a coating of plascrete, and building a bridge so I could do the same with the animal barn.

The water rose with every high tide, and didn’t drop anywhere near enough in between... and the salinity was a problem. After the fourth day, every drop of rain sparked when it hit the surface of the lake forming outside my door. Every. Single. One.

Dayum.

You see, raindrop sparkles ricochet. They go back into the clouds and create more rain, and then they recharge by hitting water with a sufficiently high level of salinity. We’d studied the effect over the last ten years of the colony’s life, were debating just how bad this kind of weather might get.

By the fifth day, we were getting sparkle bloom, where several drops hit and created a big enough spark to link up with the sparks next to it
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