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To everyone who believed in me until I finally had to believe in myself.
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Welcome to Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, a collection of very short and micro- fiction, written into the dark to explore what stories might be found there. Flash fiction is where I go to find new stories, new heroes and new worlds. It’s where I go to let my sub-conscious play, and where I go to hone my skills at word play.

I have enjoyed creating these stories, and discovering new adventures for Mack and Cutter, or for Delight, seeing a new chapter in Christmas pixie Fel’s life...and meeting Tarin and Melc for the first time.

From precocious children, to monkeys getting their friends into trouble, to wizards with mis-spells, and lost kids discovering family they hadn’t known they had...and that they were loved, long before they realized it, these stories came into being as each word hit the page, and surprised me as they appeared.

There are ghosts and trolls and reflection and adventure, and I hope you enjoy reading these pieces as much as I enjoyed creating them, and that they give you at least a little respite from the world while you’re in them...wherever and whenever in the world you are.
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Hasken’s Luck
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Written on July 8, 2015, for Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece continues the story started in Hasken’s Choice, a piece of flash fiction in 365 Days of Flash Fiction.
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Hasken was freed from the penal colony, when his second trial was completed. His actions in protecting the guard in his section and in refusing to be part of the plot, were just enough to win him the right to be heard.

This time, he chose his transport carefully—a human ship, where most of the passengers were asleep for the duration, and he was free to roam the empty decks until the craft’s destination was revealed.

Earth had been listed as its final destination, but no one had told him it was seeding a colony in between. Hasken railed against the injustice of it, and then let the AI persuade him into a pod.

He woke when the ship crashed, and set himself the task of finding the rest of the survivors. At least, this time, no-one would blame him for what had gone wrong.

January 2nd
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New Year, New Beginning
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Written on October 23, 2016, for the January 1 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is set in the urban fantasy world of the pixie dust setting, although there are no pixies in this tale.
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The Christmas bells had faded in the heat, losing some of their scarlet brilliance, but that didn’t stop the girls from picking them.

“They’ll recover when we put them in some water,” they said, gathering the blooms.

“You should have waited until dusk,” came a gentle voice. “They survive much better then.”

The girls gasped, one dropping the flowers she had just plucked. The voice tut-tutted.

“It would be a shame to waste them,” it said.

“Camilla?” the girl who had dropped the flowers reached out to take her friend by the hand, but her friend shook her away.

“Pick them up, Deonie. For once, just do as you’re told.”

The voice laughed, and both girls looked around, not seeing a source. The bush around them was empty of human life, but full of sound: cicadas singing in several different keys, the sharp alarm cry of magpie larks, and the warble of currawongs. Nowhere could they see another human. Tall, white-barked gum trees stood around them, but their shade was sparse, and the acacias, though denser had no space to offer shelter.

Deonie pouted, picking up the blooms, her pretty faced creased in a frown. When she had gathered them all, she stood up and sidled closer to Camilla.

“We should be going,” she said, and Camilla nodded.

“I’m afraid it’s a little late for that,” the voice said. “Not when you’ve taken so much from my garden and given nothing in return.”

“Look!” Camilla exclaimed. “This isn’t funny.”

“No, it’s not. I quite agree,” said the voice. “You have a lot to repay.”

“Repay?” Deonie’s voice quavered.

“Oh, yes. You are here for the holidays, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” both girls chorused.

“And your camp isn’t far away, is it?” The voice sounded like it knew, so the girls nodded.

“Yes.”

“Good, then you shall come here, every day, and do as I command. Agreed?”

“Okaay.” Camilla sounded uncertain. “What sort of stuff?”

“The sort of stuff that will help this grove thrive,” the voice retorted, and the girls, hearing anger in its tones, gasped. “Now, go. Get my flowers in some water so that they can at least brighten your tent. I’ll see you tomorrow at dawn.”

“Dawn?” The dismay in their voices was clear, but they did not argue.

“Yes,” the voice replied sweetly, and then took on a hard edge. “Don’t make me come and get you.”

The girls fled, putting the flowers in an empty milk bottle and watering them well. When they begged their parents for an early return to the city, they were both soundly scolded, and dared not mention it again.

New Year’s Day dawned at 5:23 in the morning, and both girls were back amongst the Christmas bells to greet it. It was not how they’d planned on spending the first day of a brand, new year.

January 3rd
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Chandra and the Hunters
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Written on October 24, 2016, for the January 6 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is set in the Lunar Wolves setting, and the universe of Odyssey and Miss Delight.

––––––––
[image: image]


Chandra saw the claws reaching for her, and rolled screaming out of her bed. She didn’t bother stopping there, but fled out the door and into the corridor, wailing all the way.

She wanted her mother. She wanted her father. Even her siblings would do, but she could not find them. She didn’t know where she was. She ran, crying, down the corridor until someone reached out and grabbed her.

She yelped, and then struggled to be set free.

“Easy there. Easy now, youngling. You are not alone. Not alone. Easy there.”

Chandra did not know the voice, or the arms that wrapped her, or the scent that folded around her. She did not know this woman, did not know the man that came and engulfed them both in his arms, until they were sheltering Chandra between them.

“Easy there, child. We are here. We are here, and you are safe.”

Chandra caught a vision of the claws reaching for them, remembered the screaming and pleas for mercy she heard beyond the reaching hands, and cried out again.

“Hush, now. We have you. We have you, and we will not let them take you from us. Hush.”

She sensed movement, heard the woman address the man.

“Is she awake?”

Something brushed across her mind, a presence with the same feel as the warm chest protecting her back, but gentle, as well as strong.

Wake up, child. We will not let them have you. Wake.

Chandra woke, fleeing from her nightmares, by seeking wakefulness. She looked up into the woman’s face, and saw only concern there.

“They are coming,” she whispered. “They are coming.”

The woman looked up from her, as though meeting the man’s gaze. Chandra sensed something passing between them, and then the familiar presence was, again, in her mind. The woman set her on her feet, and turned her to face him.

“Look into my eyes,” the man commanded. “We cannot bring back your family, but we will see if we can stop their murderers following.”

Chandra looked, felt him find the cracked talon of thought that her attacker had rammed into her brain as she fled through a gap too narrow for them to follow.

“I’ve got it,” the man said. “I’ve got it.”

His presence wrapped the claw, drawing it slowly out of Chandra’s thoughts, and then crushing it within a fist formed of thought and power.

“Open your eyes, cub. You are safe,” he said, and Chandra obeyed, looking carefully at the two adults who had stopped to comfort her.

They looked back, until an understanding grew between them.

“Will you stay with us?” the woman asked, and Chandra felt like she wanted to run away all over again.

“Just until you can hunt for yourself,” the man reassured her, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“Will you hunt with me?” Chandra asked, and she did not mean the hunting usually reserved for their kind. She turned her head, making sure to include the woman in her request.

The woman gave her the kind of smile that predators reserve for pride mates.

“For as long as you wish to share the kill,” she said, and then rose to her feet and offered Chandra her hand.

“Then, yes,” Chandra said, remembering those who had destroyed her home, “for there is much hunting to be done.”

She slept soundly after that.

January 4th
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The Kelpie in the Dark
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Written on October 24, 2016, for the January 7 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the Otherworld setting, although, this time, the tale has almost nothing to do with trolls.
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The pool did not reflect the street lights, or the stars. It sat, dark and quiet, beneath a cloud-filled sky, in the centre of a park where the lighting had been vandalized long ago. That did not stop Helene from walking along the path beside it, daring the night to do its worst.

She was not surprised to hear the sound of water swirling, followed by hoofbeats rattling down the road behind her. She carefully lifted the flap of her handbag, and closed her hand over the leather halter, making sure to bundle the reins firmly in her hand. Silver thread and fairy spells were woven over the external surfaces.

Mess with her, again, would they? Well, this time she was ready. Helene allowed herself a brief smile before wiping the expression away.

When she turned, the kelpie was almost upon her, looking for all the world like the most handsome black horse she had ever seen. She feigned surprise.

“My!” she said. “Aren’t you the prettiest thing!”

The kelpie stopped a foot short of her, snorting and bobbing its head up and down.

Helene raised a hand towards it, acting shy, and then with pleased happiness when the kelpie shoved its head beneath her hand, insisting on being stroked. Its fur felt like black velvet, it’s mane like silk, but Helene knew it was all an illusion.

She let herself be coaxed to come alongside the horse, waiting until it leaned on her as though urging her to sit upon its back, and then she whipped out the halter and pulled it quickly over the kelpie’s head, sliding the straps through the buckles even as the creature snorted and shied.

“Got you!” she whispered, letting it dance to the end of the reins.

The kelpie screamed, as Helene pulled it closer.

“You cannot bring my sister back,” she whispered, “but you can pay for her death by showing the world what you really are!”

And she led it back to the university’s zoo, where she revealed it to the world as a thing of beauty, and a thing of terror, an addition to the rapidly emerging field of cryptozoology that helped her gain her PhD.

Trolls, after all, had not been the only thing to re-enter our world, when magic returned.

January 5th
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Novice Hunter
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Written on October 24, 2016, for the January 8 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece takes us to the Otherworld setting, and a troll hunter, who’s just getting started.
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Under the bridge, all was dark and quiet—and it stank. Collette worked her way carefully back until she found the entrance to the trolls’ lair, and then she smiled. She had a couple of frag grenades that said playtime was over. Having set up the road blocks to stop anything from driving across the bridge, she stepped into the cave, and began to sing.

“Onward Christian soldiers,” had been recommended, and she’d spent two nights getting it word perfect. Just how perfect it was would be reflected in how quickly...

A roar interrupted her thoughts and Collette ran forward, letting her torch light the way. Ahead of her, the trolls stirred. They did not stop to sniff the air, but started to move straight way.

At that moment, Collette realized she should have waited until finding the lair proper before singing.

“Hell and Damnation!” she said, and the movement stopped. 

She hurried forward, hearing great snuffles as the trolls pulled air into their noses, as though trying to work out what had come into their domain—Christian or Blasphemer. As soon as the torchlight showed an open cave, Collette primed and threw the grenades, and then turned and ran.

If she was quick...

Crump! Air rushed down the tunnel and trolls screamed, and she was glad of the tunnel turns that protected her from the full blast. Even so, she wondered if she was going to make it to the bridge.

There was another crump as the second one went off, and the outraged roars from the troll cavern were punctuated by the sound of pained squeals. Despite this, Collette heard the sound of scrabbling claws and thundering steps coming down the tunnel after her.

So much for needing to sing, she thought, but, as she burst out of the tunnel and into the afternoon sun, she sang anyway. The trolls began to bay, and Collette started to understand. Vengeance for the intrusion into their lair might have had them chase her to the door, but their ancient hatred of Christians had them pursuing her into the brightness of day before they realized it.

She kept running, stopping only when she heard the sound of stone falling down behind her.

It was like magic—trolls and sunlight. Wow.

She was laughing when the Paranormal Operations Squad found her, lying in the sun-warmed grass and laughing. She stopped laughing when they asked for her license.

Oh, yeah... small detail, that.

Oops.

Fortunately, the bounty for six trolls covered the cost of repairing the road, and the fine.

The cost of a license was another matter.

January 6th
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The Shield
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Started on October 24, 2016, and finished on November 14 of that same year, for the December 24 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about staying alive.
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In the darkness and in the rain, I waited, trying to ignore the cold dribbles of moisture that worked their way down my hair and beneath my collar. I had waited for two days to see Conway return home; I could wait another two minutes.

And he did come, whistling his way through the freezing downpour, his boots clunking on the pavement, his hands in his pockets, his hat pulled low. He came, and I peeled out of my hiding place by the corner to link my arm through his, and steer him towards the waiting skimmer.

I’d come to save his life, something he didn’t appreciate until the impact of three large rounds had me stumbling against him, even as I tried to shelter him from the rest. Conway saw where I’d wanted him to go and half-carried me into the skimmer, oblivious to the barrage that kept him alive and meant I’d spent the last three months in the regen tank.

They tell me he’s requested me for his security team, but I’m not sure I want to work for him, any more.

January 7th
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A Recruitment Home
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Written on November 14, 2016, for the January 9 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this science fiction piece is about war, and home, and being afraid of change.
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For half the heavens, I’d have fought to stay. Just half. But they weren’t offering that. They wanted me to go. In the face of the oncoming storm, the very thing I’d been designed to protect them from, they banished me, and I went. But I didn’t go as far as they hoped, and I stayed far closer than they deserved.

I stayed, and when the Clovar came, I fought, jacking into the defense systems from the outside, by riding the communications packets, and doing a not so neat or tidy hack into the main. It would have been easier if I’d been plugged into the pod that had been designed for me, but, in the end I didn’t need it.

I jacked the defense systems and pulled them under my command, my brain in two thousand places at once, firing weaponry that felt like it was part of me, flying aircraft that should have been mine to begin with. And then I jumped the data streams, flowing into the enemy’s systems, punching through their information cycles, and taking down their comms. It was a piece of cake to turn their weapons against them, fly their own jets into their command centre, gun their soldiers down in the streets, and blow munitions inside the weapons meant to fire them. A piece of cake.

The Clovar had fled or surrendered inside twenty-four hours, and I dragged myself away from the perimeter with little time to spare. Someone finally traced the data back, and I wanted to be long gone, but the battle had taken more from me than I knew, and they caught me before I’d crossed the border.

Going for the Clovar? they’d asked, and I’d shaken my head.

They hadn’t believed me, until I almost killed myself trying to escape when the Clovar asked them to hand me over.

Memory wipe, was a term they bandied around, but the nightmares entertained them.

They probably wouldn’t have put me in the pod for holding if they’d realized I could float along the wires and find my own way home, but they didn’t, and here I am, healing amongst the stars, wondering if I can trust the corporation that wants to pick me up and take me in.

Odyssey, they say they’re called, but I can’t hack their data streams, not without losing myself, and I’m not sure I want to be found, not by them, and not by choice.

They’re coming, anyway, they say, and I find I can still feel fear.

I want a home to go home to. I want a family of my own.

Odyssey have promised me all that and more, and I really have no choice, but here, among the stars, I could sleep, let the pod run down, and sleep. Far from where I was created, and far from where I fought, and far from a promise I’m afraid they just won’t keep. But it’s too late, Odyssey are coming, and my journey with them is about to begin.

January 8th
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Jendrel and the Dragon
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Written on July 1, 2017, for the January 11 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is both science fiction and fantasy, and about children.
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“Did you ever see a cloud shaped quite like that?” Uzi asked, pointing to the sky.

“Quite like what?” Jendrel returned, keeping the baby steady in its sling as he followed the direction of her pointing finger.

“Like that.” Now Uzi sounded uncertain, almost afraid, and Jendrel tried harder to see what it was that his sister was pointing at.

“That’s not a cloud,” he said, and his voice reflected fear; the baby stirred restlessly in his arms

“What is it, then?” Uzi asked, all the curiosity of a five-year old, making her climb onto the nearest rock.

“It’s a cloud dragon.” Jendrel tried to reach her, to haul her off the rock and behind it.

“Cool! Hello, Mr. Dragon,” Uzi shouted, jumping up and down on top of the rock and waving her hands.

“Uzi, no!” This time the panic did reach her, and she stopped and turned around to stare.

“What, Jen? He’s a friendly dragon,” and she turned back around. “See?”

And Jen saw alright. He saw the dragon coming in, grey and fast as an arrow, all spines and angles, like a fighter jet. This time, he didn’t bother trying to grab his sister off the rock. This time, he clambered up the rock to crouch beside her, and wrap her in his arms, careful not to squash the baby in its sling. It wasn’t as if hugging would do them any good.

Uzi hugged him back, but she didn’t take her eyes off the incoming dragon. Jen turned sideways so they could both watch it coming in across the grass. It was like watching a VToL touch down. One minute, the dragon came to a swooping stop, folded, then flared, its wings, and landed lightly on the grass.

“And what brings you out here alone?” it asked.

“The house catched alight,” Uzi said. “Jen took me and Kaz for walks until the fire goes out.”

Jen caught the dragon’s eye, held its gaze as it asked his sister another question.

“And why weren’t you asleep in bed?”

Like all the rest of them? Jen imagined it adding. He felt tears prickling the edges of his eyes. All the rest. And his nose started tingling.

“Cos, I seed a glow grub, and Jen promised I could keep it if I could catch it, and I went and fetched him, but he was already awake, an’ putting Kaz in her sling, and said we had to go.” Her lower lip wobbled. “An’ he said we would look for glow grubs here, but the one I saw got all burned up.”

A tear ran down her cheek.

“An’ I want my momma and dadda!”

Jen knew exactly how she felt; he wanted their parents, too, but they had gone out on an expedition, and then the colony had exploded, and he wasn’t sure if his parents were ever coming back. And...

“Sorry?” he said, realizing the dragon had spoken, and he had missed it.

“And why were you awake?” it asked, obviously repeating itself, and Jen blushed red to the roots of his hair.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he muttered, but Uzi shook her head.

“No. You had dreams, again,” she argued. “I know you did.”

“Dreams?” the dragon asked.

“I... it’s silly,” Jen muttered, not wanting to explain.

“It just saved you and your sisters’ lives,” the dragon pointed out. “Tell me.”

“Sometimes I dream things, and they happen later. Today, my whole dream was screaming fire, and I had to get us out of the house. I... I thought I was being so dumb.” He stopped. “There wasn’t time...”

He meant there wasn’t time to warn the other colonists, that he had taken Uzi and Kaz out the back door and down the garden, meaning to circle back to the comms tower at the shuttle port to see if everything was okay, that he’d gotten them half-way across the first pasture when the house had exploded behind them.

“Come down,” the dragon said, interrupting him. “I’m not going to eat you.”

“Come,” it said, again, when he hesitated, and Jen obeyed, Uzi bouncing down after him, and running up to the dragon before he could stop her.

“You’re big!” she said, climbing up onto its front foot and wrapping a hand around its leg.

The dragon bent its head to look her in the eye.

“And you are very small.”

Uzi giggled, and played with its scales. Jendrel wondered if it was ticklish, but found himself encircled by a wing and drawn to the dragon’s side.

“Come with me,” it said, and only its wing, draped across his back stopped him from running away.

Jendrel swallowed down his fear.

“Where?” he asked, aware of Uzi’s big-eyed stare.

“To where other dreamers can help you as you grow.” Its next glance took in the baby and his little sister. “And to where these can be cared for while we try to discover if your parents survived.”

January 9th
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Turn About
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Written on November 27, 2017, for Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about retribution and reparation.
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Brillard stared up along the barrel of the Britemaster 27, and swallowed down the smart arse reply he’d been about to make.

“Well?”

Brillard swallowed again.

“I’m sorry?”

He watched the finger tighten on the trigger, and figured that had been exactly the worst thing he could say. He also figured he was dead and just didn’t know it yet.

“You will be made to understand.”

He really didn’t like the sound of that.

Six weeks later, and he understood, and he really was sorry, and he made a vow to protect the very place he’d plundered and been returned to with his life.

January 10th
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Pixie Justice
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Written on November 28, 2017, for Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece shows an unexpected side to pixies.
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The pixie dust melts into the sand, mingles with its grains as the wind picks up. It is not the kind of burial we would have hoped for, but it will have to do. My partner is swearing under her breath as we turn to the waiting pixies.

“We’re sorry,” I say. “We came as soon as we could.”

One finds the energy to flutter off the bonnet of our four-wheel drive.

“We know,” he says, but his face is still sad and lined with regret.

“What can we do, now?” I ask, and I feel nothing but sadness.

We’ve saved so many, and, yet, so few. All I want to do is cry.

“Stand still,” he tells us, and we stare at him, unsure of what he’s asking.

I obey, but my partner does not. Even when I hear hooves thundering up the dune behind me, I keep my place.

I do not know what the pixies want, but I’ve been around long enough to do as they ask when they have that look on their faces. Even so, all I want to know is why; I know a unicorn execution squad when I hear one, can’t understand why it’s here when we’ve done all we can. I pin a very fragile trust on the pixie still hovering in the air before me, and keep my eyes on his face.

My partner bolts. She heads straight for the pixie, and straight for the vehicle behind him. He doesn’t move and she ducks to go around him. I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing—and the unicorns catch her before she can open the door.

I keep my eyes on the pixie’s face, but I still see the unicorns do their work.

“You can move, now,” he says, and I drop to my knees, sobbing.

“What did she do?” I ask, but I know. 

All those little accidents, those coincidences of spilled data and the smugglers being one step ahead of us, all the time... I know, but I still want to hear him say it.

“She betrayed us,” he says, and flies over to stand in the sand before me, “and we demanded right of retribution.”

I raise my head, wiping my eyes, as I sit up on my knees and stare at him.

“But they would never...” I say, and we both know I mean HQ.

He nods.

“They didn’t. We had to orchestrate this incident ourselves,” and the look in his eyes is cold, so very cold, that I am stunned to silence.

“What?” he asks, and I notice, for the first time, just how hard a pixie voice can be.

But I have no reply for that, except to wrap my arms around myself, and shiver at his tones. I only stir when one of the unicorns comes over and nudges me with its nose—its very bloody nose. Another comes, and then another, snuffing and snorting as though hoping for the sugar I usually carry in my pockets.

I catch a glimpse of a liquid, and very intelligent eye, and then the unicorn leans its head on me, careful to avoid bloodying me with its horn. The pixie flutters up to where I can see him, and smiles.

“The unicorns always care for the innocent,” he says, settling behind the leader’s horn, and then a unicorn nudges me to my feet, and the herd presses in around me, keeping me standing, walking me around the bloodied sand, and my very dead, treacherous ex-partner.

When we get to the driver’s side of the four-wheel drive, they stop.

“Get in,” the pixie says. “It’s a long drive back.”

January 11th
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Going up in the world.
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Written on November 29, 2017, for Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about working through circumstances as they change.
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I live in the corner flat of 95 Wedding Way—or I did, once. I’d like to say I really miss that flat, but I don’t. I took it as a place of refuge, and it nearly ended up my grave.

I’d done one job too many, gone planetside to avoid the heat, hoped to Hades I’d gone far enough, except there was never going to be anywhere that was ever going to be that.

They came for me in the evening, just as the dusk shadows filled the garden, and darkness turned the alleys into pools of ink. I watched them on the monitors, in multi-hued infra-red, and then I went for the roof, running like a rat up for the shelter of a drainpipe.

I went through five beacons before I found one that would activate, and, even then, I was nearly too late.

You’re asking me why I ended up in the engine room? Because the beacon is keyed to the hold, and the hold shifted as the ship started to fly, and it lost its lock, and if you’d been any faster, I’d have been in the engine, and not the engine room.

A danger to your ship? Hell, no!

Well, not yet, anyways—and I could really do with a job, if you’ve got one going. A quiet job. Away from the public eye.

Yeah, sure. I’ve done kitchen work before.

January 12th
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The Sunday Barbecue
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Written on November 30, 2017, for Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the pixie dust world, and its enforcers.
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The pixies danced on the summer wind, laughing as it tossed them about, surfing the power of the breeze. And then all laughter died.

The wind changed, its scent shifting one laden with acacia pollen and roses to something more acrid and bitter. The pixies stopped dancing. They stopped surfing the long lines of air current, and perched, lifting their heads to smell the wind, and then flittering against it to find the source.

And they were not alone.

I caught that bitter scent, and I knew what it was. Somewhere, dustrunners were going about their trade of murdering the little folk to extract every ounce of pixie dust they could obtain. I looked over at my wife, at my children playing on the grass, and I closed the lid on the barbecue.

“I have to go to work,” I said, and tried to smile, but my wife knew, and she called our children over.

“Hug your daddy,” she said, “and go inside.”

They hugged, their little eyes going wide as they caught the stench carried by the wind, and then their faces took on a fierce look that I never wanted turned on me.

“Go get ‘em, daddy,” said my six year old.

“Yeah,” the five-year-old echoed. “Get em.”

But it was my three-year-old’s order that chilled my soul.

“Corns!” she cried, clapping her tiny hands. “Go Corns!”

Because that was what I was racing: the unicorns. I had to try and save the pixies before the unicorns arrived, or there was going to be a bloodbath and our world justice be damned. I got into the car and went screeching down the drive, pushing through the traffic to the banshee wail of sirens, stopping when I got close enough to the warehouse district, because I needed to smell the wind.

I found the runners. They’d tried their murderous business in a suburban garage, and they were very, very dead. My three-year-old would have been delighted; the unicorns had got there first. I saw the smashed-in roller door, and my heart sank, and then I called the clean-up crew.

The unicorns had also managed to smash the burners, and knock over the pixie vats, setting the little guys free. If it had just been me, we’d have lost another clan. I looked over the mess, and coaxed the surviving pixies out where I could make my offer of repatriation assistance.

They told me what had happened, and my stomach rolled. Some things were worse than making pixies into dust. At their direction, I took a closer look at the remains, and dragged them into sunlight, watched them smoke and shrivel, while I tried to keep my breakfast down.

Hags and trolls should never be allowed to breed, but sunlight destroys their get.

This time, I was with my little one. Go the unicorns!

By the time I got home, the barbecue had been packed away, a small mercy for which I was very, very thankful. Hot dogs had never been more welcome.

January 13th
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Hope on Cetavila
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Written on February 8, 2018, for the January 4 entry to Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this science fiction piece is about a violent first contact.

––––––––
[image: image]


Time flew, and we felt there’d never be enough of it. It stretched, and we tried to stretch it some more, but we never had a hope of doing so. We did what we could, and then we settled behind the guns, and watched them come.

They came in multi-colored waves, fur rippling, scales sparkling, foreclaws gripping weaponry we hadn’t expected them to have. Toni sums it up.

“We are so very screwed.”

Deflection is key here. We just have to hope that armor isn’t built for refraction. I think we’re whistlin’. Who’d go into a fight wearing gear that couldn’t deal with their own weaponry?

Not these guys, we discover, and I know Toni nailed it just twenty minutes ago.

“Tell me what we did to deserve this?” Mavko whined, and I can’t help responding.

“We signed up,” which is true, even if we hadn’t been given much of a choice.

Personally, I’ve been aiming to miss, although I doubt a single one of our opponents will notice. I didn’t want to be here, and I don’t agree with what we’ve been told we have to do, but I want to live. I don’t have a hope they’ll understand.

I wonder if they have any idea of the concept of coercion, as they start bouncing shots back into our lines. It’s no surprise when the corps pulls out, cutting its losses in equipment and indentured manpower. The Cetavila get to keep their world, after all. Next step will be trade negotiations, or it would have been.

Somehow, I don’t think the corp is getting much of a chance to negotiate. Not if the jumpships launching on their tail-fins are anything to go by.

“Where are your trophies?” the Cetavili in front of me is as scary as Hell. It makes me wish I’d been like some of the others and collected the dropped feathers and scales of those who’d been murdered in the settlements.

I shake my head.

“I don’t have any,” I say. “None.”

I remember beating back the squad as I tried to bury one of the dead, to let her keep the body of her hatchling in her arms, and I’m instantly ill. It won’t save me. I’m taken to their seer, as soon as nothing more comes up.

“You buried the dead,” the seer pronounces, surprised, despite the fact she’s been rummaging through my head for what seems hours. Seer, my ass. This old girl is a psi.

She stills.

“Not so much with the old,” she tells me, and gently pushes the soldiers’ hands from my shoulders.

It’s not like they were needed. I stay, where I’ve been put, figuring an aneurism is a lot cleaner way to go than losing my head to a blade, like so many of the others.

“The others?” she asks. “Why?”

“Because I’m not like them,” I say, anger lacing my tones. “I will never be like them.”

“And yet, you are here.” It’s as damning a comment as they come, and I wilt.

I was about to say I had not had a choice, but that wouldn’t be exactly true; there had always been a choice. It hadn’t been a great choice, but it had still been there. Instead, I answer as honestly as I can.

“I didn’t want to die.”

“So, you came to a war zone.”

I swear she’s laughing at me. It stings, but it’s justified. I catch myself close to joining her, but only in hysterics.

“Death was not guaranteed.” I bite back the words that want to follow, but she catches them anyway.

“And nor was bringing it?” she asks, and I curl closer to my knees. I don’t need to be reminded of just how wrong I was.

“I hoped.” It’s an admission of stupidity as well as guilt.

Her claw on my shoulder makes me flinch, but she only grips me gently.

“There is always hope,” she says, and I hear her mental summons to the soldiers that take me to new quarters, instead of a grave.

January 14th
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A Badgers’ Blend
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Written on February 18, 2018, for the February 18 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this strange little piece is about brewing, and maybe a little bit of love.

––––––––
[image: image]


“If you live in the hollow by the side of the hill, beware of the badgers and their dodgy still,” Markus said, giving the sing-song rhyme I’d heard ever since arriving at Badger’s Bend.

“Badger’s Bend?” he’d asked, laughter in his eyes. “Should better be called Badgers’ Bender.”

And he wouldn’t be drawn on what he meant.

Samila found out soon enough.

The badgers lived in a cottage up the road—and they brewed their liquor strong.

Samila had thought them human at first, and far enough away that she’d been excited to see one of their shy namesakes watching her from the river bank as she bathed... Right up until he’d shifted to human form and run off with her clothes.

“Hey!” she’d shouted, but he’d been laughing fit to bust, and she knew she wasn’t going to need a cup of sugar to go and introduce herself.

She didn’t remember much of the first time she went to visit. She’d been able to smell whatever they were cooking up, so she’d cooked up a cake to complement it. The first sip had hit her like a freighter falling out of orbit, and she’d suggested they try and make their brew more seductive, before politely finishing the glass.

She’d woken up in her own bed, fully dressed, with a pounding headache, and she vowed never to return.

A week later, the brothers had rolled up on her doorstep with a bottle, an empty cup for sugar, and one wife and three kits in tow. She’d brought a casserole. Samila had taken a whiff of the brew, and baked a slightly different version of her cake.

It had still been more a bar-room brawl than a seduction, and she’d still woken up, in her own bed and fully clothed. She’d been a lot more careful about swimming in the creek, too, but she’d visited to help with the kits, and to ask for help in how to get the thenna berries to grow.

Thenna berries also made a good brew. Closer to seduction than she would have liked, especially when preserved with honey, which only gave her more ideas for off-world exports. She bought peaches off Markus, and tried preserving them, and the older brother left the sugar cup behind, when he took half.

“Hey!”

It seemed to be a common word between them.

Three months of exchanging ideas, and he came one night, alone...with a bottle of something that blended thenna, peaches and the local honey.

“Seduction, right?” he said, handing her the bouquet of flowers he held in one hand, and Samila laughed, and looked past him for the rest.

He blushed.

“They’re busy. I hope I’ll do.”

The look on his face made more than Samila’s face heat.

“Let’s see how close you came this time,” she said, turning back to the kitchen.

She’d made enough for eight, but there was room in the freezer.

And the brother’s blend was everything he’d promised.

“Seduction in a bottle,” Samila murmured, catching sight of the bottle on her bedside table in the morning.

It glistened in the dawnlight, and she smiled; this time she had not woken up alone, and as for clothes...

January 15th
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Home Defense
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Written on February 19, 2018, for the January 5 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about a young girl defending her home.
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Gerda ran, but she did not run away. No. She picked up her father’s sword, snatched her brother’s dagger, and ran toward the enemy. She did not make a sound, but closed the gap between them, parrying the half-hearted stab the first soldier made, and driving her blade into his body, and she did not stop.

Stepping under the arc of her next opponent’s attack, she slashed the dagger across his belly, even as she pulled the blade free from the last. She was still turning, her own blade whirling as the third man closed. A quickly stamped foot halted the turn, and she pivoted towards him, again using the dagger to knock the attack aside, as she reversed the sword and thrust. He died, too.

Gerda pulled the sword free, and looked for her next target, but there were none. Nothing moved in the broken cottage, until her second opponent groaned. Gerda took his head mostly off, and silence settled. Four men—and she was sure her father had taken one down before he stumbled, dying, through the door. He had not lived through her battle.

Gerda took their supper from the fire, and served a single portion, before setting the rest aside for the morrow’s meal. She was still seated before it, staring at the cottage wall, one hand on her father’s sword, when the border patrol arrived.

“You’re too late,” she said, and would not let them take the blade.

January 16th
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A Family Affair
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Written on February 19, 2018, for the February 19 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece takes us to the traditions of peace between elves and man.
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There was a dragon in the backyard—and it had flattened the fence, crushed the viburnum, and terrified the local birdlife. The sound of its claw tapping on the glass of the sliding door to my office had called me away from my desk.

“What do you want?” I demanded, expecting someone else entirely. “Oh.”

“Step out,” it said, but I was already stepping back inside. “Don’t make me come in and get you.”

“You wouldn’t fit.”

“I’d just take off the roof.”

“Why do you want me?”

“You are one Tamara Aisha McVeigh, are you not?”

“Why?”

“Just answer.”

“No, I don’t think I will.”

“It would be a shame for me to destroy your house fetching you, if you are not.”

“Why are you looking for her?”

“Who?”

“Tamara?”

“That is family business.”

Yes, well, it would be.

“You have until I count to three.”

I headed for the front door, checked through the peephole to make sure the front yard was empty, then quietly opened the door. I made it three steps towards the car, before the second dragon reached down from the roof and scooped me up in its claws.

“Done,” it said, and launched itself into the air.

“Hey!” I shouted, pummeling at the paw wrapped around my waist. “Hey!”

But it ignored me, and I didn’t think telling it to let go when my house looked like a child’s toy was a very good idea. It gained height, and then tucked its paws to its chest and plummeted earthward. I shut my eyes, too terrified to scream. We passed through cloud, and then shadow, and then back out into light. I didn’t open my eyes, until the dragon touched down.

It opened its paw, and I hit the ground and curled around my knees, hiding my face from the sky, the surrounding trees, the dragons, and the elves. They all waited, while I caught my breath. When I’d gotten a firm grip on my rebellious stomach, and had stopped shaking enough to think about standing, I lifted my head.

I can’t say the waiting elves were unexpected, but didn’t have anything I wanted to say.

Their leader stepped forward and extended both his hands, palm down.

“You came,” he said, and I raised my eyes to meet his gaze.

“I came,” I agreed, but I had not been sure I wanted to.

“I am sorry we had to call.”

I nodded, and raised my hands to meet his, palm up as the traditions demanded.

“And are you Tamara Aisha McVeigh?”

“You know I am,” I replied.

“And are you my betrothed?”

“My parents say that this is so.”

“And do you wish it otherwise?”

“I did not ask for the honor.”

“But do you wish it were otherwise?”

That made me pay attention to his face. He was serious, as though my answer meant a lot more than it first seemed. I thought about it.

Did I?

Our family had been keeping the peace with the elves for generations, and I had known what it entailed. I eyed the elf before me, took in the lines of his face, the depth of emotion in his eyes, and the contours of what physique I could see beneath his shirt and cloak. In the end, I had only one reply.

“That depends on you.”

And it did, despite the surprise etched through his expression.

I had left unsatisfactory relationships before, had them, despite my destiny, refused to live in a limbo of just-in-case celibacy—and missed the elves more than a mere mortal should. In truth, though the dragons had been a surprise, it had been a welcome one. There was only one thing I had to be sure of.

“Do you wish it otherwise?” I asked, turning the question against him.

But I did not try to release my hands from his.

It was a relief to see him study me, with every inch of the gravity with which I’d favored him, a relief when he replied.

“No. I do not think so,” and he turned, offering me his arm. “I think this will be the strongest treaty yet.”

January 17th
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Unexpected Options
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Written on February 20, 2018, for the January 10 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this fantasy piece is about rescue, choices, and preconceived ideas.
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The dragon circled lazily overhead. Jerra watched it, thought about getting back to her feet and running some more, but she couldn’t. She tried, figuring she could ignore the pain, and found out the hard way she couldn’t.

She watched the dragon descend, and despair flooded through her. There was no escaping it, this time. Panting with the pain, she looked up at it, as it settled to the ground beside her, not flinching as it’s outline blurred and it became a man.

“You ran,” he said, a statement of fact, not surprise.

Jerra stared at him; she really had nothing to say. She waited.

“We could leave you here.” It was a fair offer, but one she would not take.

The raptors had already found her trail, chuffing out their communal hunting cry. She watched him turn to survey the rocks and trees around them.

“Perhaps not,” he said, and his body shuddered, grew, became that of a dragon once more.

Let me carry you, sounded gently in her head.

He did not wait for her to agree, but carefully lifted her from the ground.

You can make a decision when you have mended.

It was the first hint she’d had that leaving might be an option.

The dragon laughed.

We are not monsters, it said.

January 18th
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Killara and the Raptors
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Written on February 20, 2018, for the February 20 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece revisits the Australian steampunk setting shared by Rendezvous at the Raptor’s Rest, and flash fiction in previous collections.
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We lived up close to the summit of Mount Naranjil, up where the eagle has his nest, way up past where the raptors can reach... or so we thought.

Naranjil is riddled with cliffs and narrow trails. Turns out the raptor can track just as well as Killara, better because raptor has a better sense of smell.

Lucky for us, Killara was more paranoid than the whole family put together. A good hunter, and even better protector of his family, he’d built traps, laid scent trails for those unwary, or untaught.

Not so lucky for the raptors who tried to hunt ‘im with the dawn.

January 19th
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Guardian of the Cursed
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Written on February 21, 2018, for the February 21 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece is about a dragon dealing with the loss of an item from its horde.
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When the starlight came, Mandragila looked to the skies and stretched, spreading first one wing, and then the other, and then all down his spine to the very tip of his tail. With the stretching, came a long, slow yawn, and then he walked to the edge of the cliff and leapt into the night.

His journey took him over the troll-infested fens and well above sparkling lights of Currothmore city. He ignored both; his prey had left them long ago. When light fringed the dark horizon, Mandragila glided earthward, his back to the fading night, his eyes taking in the land below, and the lonely gleam of a carefully banked fire.

He didn’t bother with subtlety, but came in hard, ignoring the warmth of the coals as he closed his claws around the still-inhabited sleeping roll, even as the man within tried to roll away.

“Give it back,” he said, squeezing gently, his grip tight enough to prevent the drawing of a sword, but not too tight to stop his prey from reaching the contents of the pouch at his side.

Even in sleep, he had not relinquished its touch.

“I cannot.” There were tears fringing the man’s words.

“Then I will take it.”

“Please...” and it was a request that he do exactly that, a cry for help from a mind trapped in a thrall it could not break, but could still resist.

And Mandragila raised his head and trumpeted his capture to the far hills, knowing help would come. The priests and priestesses of Tanthar’s Keep would separate man and artefact, taking one back to their halls for healing, and leaving the other in Mandragila’s keeping.

January 20th
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Jotham’s Garland
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Written on February 21, 2018, for the January 12 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece considers the forms a treasure might take.
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The flowers bloomed gently over the hearth. It was the only way Jotham could think of to save them. The winter had come early, and he’d had not time to prepare the greenhouse.

The blooms would be needed, their seed more precious than gold, come the spring. If he was lucky, there would be seedlings to plant by the first thaw, and he would have a veritable forest of seedlings by summer.

If he was lucky, and the weather held. One recursive day to winter, and all would be lost. All the cold season, he kept the blossoms heated and watered, and loved. All the cold season, and then until the second month of spring.

The winds blew hard and snow banked and faded, and Jotham drew the courage to plant, singing to each seedling as he did so. This time, when the dragon woke, and came prowling to his garden gate, he had a garland with which to greet her, and more plants to offer to replace the single bloom he’d taken from the garden she tended with such jealous ferocity. And for this alone, she let him live.

January21st
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Kids and Dogs
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Written on April 2, 2018, for the April 2 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this science fiction piece tells another escape story from halls of Lunar One.
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We ran from a dying world. It bled acid, leaked oceans, and gasped beneath air too thick with smog for anyone to breathe without aid. The rain of missiles irradiating the atmosphere really were the last straw.

I came up with the last flight, grew up amidst grateful humans, while my people searched for new forests in which to roam. I was there when the humans turned against us... and I survived. Surviving further was not guaranteed.

I listened to the footsteps moving into my private quarters, and cursed the lack of a convenient window.

“Here wolfie, wolfie, wolfie,” came the voice, and I felt my lip curl in response.

Wolfie me, would he?

I slipped out of bed, and over to the door.

Wolfie, huh? Well, we’d see. With any luck, he’d left the door open.

I slipped out of my nightie and shifted into fur. Never go naked in public, my mum had said, so I didn’t. You’re not naked when you don’t show skin. He was looking for the bed when he opened the door to my room.

I bolted out between his legs, across the general living space, and out into the corridor, praying there weren’t more. There was a ship in dock...if I could run fast enough to make it.

I took a short-cut across the biodome, and out into the food court beside the docks.

There was more than one ship in dock. I slowed my pace, trying to look like I belonged, and found a pair of heels to follow. If I glanced up at their owner, every now and then, people thought we were together. It was all the luck I needed.

But even that luck ran out as I crossed the food court.

“Puppy!” The child-like squeal should have alerted me to what was about to happen.

“Carmen! Come back here! Don’t—” but the little girl cut them off, as she flung her arms around my neck and hugged me tight.

“It’s Crispy, mama! It’s Crispy!”

I watched my chosen pair of heels keep walking, and heard chairs scrape back, more footsteps approaching, and then a woman’s voice.

“Well, so it is! See? She didn’t run away after all. Let me get her leash.”

Leash? I laid my ears back, got ready to snarl, and a large hand wrapped itself around my snout, the movement echoed by a voice in my head.

Don’t. We’ll get you aboard.

They would? Even knowing what I was?

And the mind-touch confirmed it.

We will, so I stood still while they slipped a collar over my head, and led me back to their table.

I have to admit, it was hard sitting next to the little girl’s chair as people flowed past me. Not so hard, though, to accept bits of burger slipped to me beneath the table.

The ship lifted an hour later, with me on board, a whole new family at my side—and the Humans First activists none the wiser.

January 22nd
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Last Flight to Lunar One
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Written on April 2, 2018, for the January 13 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to mankind’s evacuation from Earth to Lunar One.
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Help came on the morning of February seventeenth, not in the soft light before dawn, or under the glorious colors of that time of day, but when the sky was clear and blue, and the sun beat down with early heat. Around us the grass crumpled, the trees drooped, and the foliage yellowed.

We should have left months ago, but we hadn’t wanted to admit defeat. In the end they sent a shuttle, and gave us no choice.

“Lunar One is waiting,” they said, and their expressions held no compromise.

We nodded, meeting their eyes to avoid looking at everything we were leaving behind.

Lunar One.

Those of us who were older, sighed. The younger ones whimpered, but we all picked up our single, permitted bag of belongings, and went aboard. The hard-eyed men and women who’d come to fetch us relaxed.

They got us strapped down, and our bags secured, and then their leader turned to the pilot.

“Punch it!” he said, and we learned just how much they had risked to save us, as the missiles flashed by.

January 23rd
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Surviving
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Written on April 4, 2018, for the March 5entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this is a piece about zombies and the responsibilities of the lizardine after they annexed humankind in The Reptiles’ Blade.
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I lived on Portman Downs, where the grasses waved and the hills rolled like an ocean frozen in time. I walked them every morning, carefully, so I didn’t draw attention, quickly, so I wasn’t caught out in the open by the dead.

They came less often, now, but they were hungrier, and as desperate as any creature left alive. I killed them all. At least they no longer came in hordes, or even hunting packs. They came alone, and I made sure they died that way, and never rose again.

It was eight thirty-nine, on a day as close to winter as a day could get, when I saw five figures come shambling over the rise. It was a typical undead gait, and I froze, doing the math to check my chances of taking them down in hand to hand.

They weren’t good, not on my own, so I did the math, again, counting out the bullets I had left, and whether or not I could spare them with the need to hunt still strong. I could see the endless setting and patrol of snares looming in my future—with all the extra risks that that entailed.

Damn.

How many shots I’d need was up to me. How many of the five I had to kill, depended entirely on just how fast these fuckers moved, once the shooting started. I realized I’d closed my eyes, and opened them. There were still five figures, only now they were descending. I could see their silhouettes black against the yellow grass.

And they were closer than I’d like.

They were closing fast, too, even though their gait still shambled. I wondered exactly what they were. No dead man moved that swiftly, not in all of my experience. I stared, until I was sure they had seen me, and then I raised the rifle, centered the dark blot of a head in the sights, and slowly squeezed the trigger.

They were gone when the bullet snapped out, and I felt my insides freeze.

That was too fast for my taste. I turned to run, taking two strides before a shape rose out of the grass before me. I rebounded off its hide. I kept hold of the rifle, bringing it up, and firing blindly at the biggest part of shadow I could see, as I landed hard and scrambled back, trying to get out of its path.

It roared, but I kept firing, skittering backwards on my ass, trying to get some distance before I stood. A sudden, constant clicking told me I’d fired the rifle dry, so I reversed it, using it like a club, pulling my knees under me so I could stagger to my feet.

Just then, a second shadow wrapped its arms around me from behind, and squeezed me tight. It took minutes of frantic struggle to realize they hadn’t started feeding, that I was staring at a semi-circle of four, and was still held tight—and then I realized something else.

Not a single one of them had a face, not that I could see—and they were shadows, even up this close, even in the light. I stilled, willing the arms pinning mine to loosen... but they didn’t, and not a one of them spoke a word.

Since I was held, good and tight, I figured I’d use my backstop for support, and tried a two-legged kick into the body of the thing in front, found myself twisted around, so the blows didn’t land.

The smooth, hard shell of an very blank face-plate rested up against my neck.

“You done?” it said, and I shuddered to a halt.

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice wispy from disuse.

“Who are you?” came back to me, and I had the horrible feeling they didn’t find it funny.

“Coralee,” I said.

“You survived?”

“I didn’t get sick, if that’s what you mean.”

“And you haven’t been eaten. Why?”

Fear shimmered through me, made my throat grow tight, and my skin crawl.

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

I had survived. I hadn’t fallen ill, and I hadn’t been eaten. I had hidden from, fought, and killed, every dead man and woman who had come my way. The children had never made it through the fever.

“I don’t know,” I whispered, hanging my head to hide the tears crawling from the edges of my eyes.

I flexed against the arms that held me, but they flexed back. I twisted, heart hammering, until one of the shadows at my side reached out and gripped my jaw, turning my head to stare at the tracks my tears had left.

“The dead don’t cry,” it said, and ran a finger down the side of my face.

I stared, breathing hard, pushing against that tightened grip, fear stealing my words, until I snatched them back. They looked reptilian, pretty in a terrifying way.

“What are you?”

It stared, and then replied

“We are the lizardine, the keepers of mankind.”

“You sent the virus?”

The creature’s jaws snapped shut; its eyes narrowed.

“Not this virus. You did that to yourselves.”

“Not fucking likely!” I snapped.

Its eyes widened, but whatever it was going to say was lost in a distant, rising howl, and I started struggling anew.

“Let me go! We have to go!” I twisted, kicking back against a body as hard as stone, and just as unyielding.

“We have to evacuate.”

“No shit! Now, let me go!”

I figured I could make it, to the nearest shelter.

“They would dig you out in seconds. This is a migration of all that’s left.”

I stared, with no words left. I had watched the migrations. They had never climbed the Downs, but skirted its feet, a distant carpet of living decay. The lizardine warrior looked from the horizon and back to me.

“We will take you with us to the others.”

Others had survived?

I stopped struggling, daring to hope for the first time in an age.

January 24th
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Save the First Dance
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Written on April 4, 2018, for the January 14 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece returns us to the Troll Hunter’s world.
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The troll roared in the twilight, making me smile as I sharpened my sword.

“Soon,” I whispered, promising it death.

I answered the knocking at my door, and bid my fiancé enter.

“They’re playing our song,” I whispered, as the troll roared, again, and, this time, was answered by another.

He moved in, and put his arms around me.

“They are,” he said, “but the first dance is always mine.”

Tonight, I did not argue. The Queen of Summer would have been pleased.

January 25th
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Rescued by the Lord of Winter
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Written on April 4, 2018, for the January 15 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece continues the exploration of the early relationship between the troll hunter and the Lord of Winter to whom she has been betrothed.
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“Why don’t you come out and play with me? Why”

I pulled my knees tight up against my chest, and pressed my hands over my ears. The dark elf’s voice whined around me, prodding me from the inside out. He couldn’t come in; I couldn’t leave. He couldn’t reach across the threshold and drag me out, and I couldn’t run.

I was about ready to try. The elf might not be able to enter, or physically touch me, but he was playing havoc with my mind.

“Pleeease!” he begged, putting a whimper in his tone.

It made my teeth ache. I was prepared to do anything he wanted, just as long as he shut the Hells up.

“Pleeease play with meee.”

I caught myself rocking back and forth.

“Pleeease!”

“Our Father...” I began, and the creature sitting outside the door, laughed.

“From what His Lordship says, you are a fatherless—”

His words ended in a gurgle, followed by a thump.

“I only said that once,” came a different voice, but a familiar one, all the same.

I heard steel slide against stone, or rock, or bone, or something, followed by the rustle of cloth.

“And I apologized, straight after.”

A grunt and another thump followed, and then the Lord of Winter knocked, and spoke to me.

“Invite me in,” he said, “I have brought the healer.”

I invited them both, and let him carry me home.

January 26th
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Taking the Lead
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Written on April 4, 2018. for the April 4 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this piece of sci-fantasy explores the formation of a partnership.
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The blades danced, wielded by expert hands. Sunlight sharded from the flat of each, dulled only where blood stained them red. 

“Yield,” but it was, at best, word play, since neither one outclassed the other.

“You first,” was given in reply, and a feint and slash, saw the blade go tumbling from fingers numb.

Almost too fast to follow, Sscheidar reversed the edge, pulling the sword in close and then thrusting forward, stopping inches from her opponent’s throat.

“Yield.”

Kostrel dropped to his knees, holding his injured arm with his uninjured hand.

“Well fought,” he said, and waited for her next command.

Sscheidar turned her head and whistled, calling another of her kind from the trees. She waited until they’d bound him, before next she spoke.

“Tell Eidar I’ve found my running mate. We’ll be waiting at Jump Point Dalfall, in thirty-six.”

Kostrel heard footsteps, as her assistant departed, and he raised his head.

“You could have just asked,” he said, and Sscheidar pulled him to his feet, and pulled his face close to hers.

“Now, where would have been the fun in that?”

She let him go, and turned away.

“Come,” she said. “We have a long way to go.”

January 27th
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Duty Bound Two Worlds Over
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Written on April 6, 2018, for the January 16 entry of Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, this urban fantasy piece was initially written as a response to the Day 4 Activity of Shut Up & Write’s 30 Days of Writing Challenge. It is set in the Troll Hunter’s world.
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It’s morning, early by some standards, and I’m sitting at my desk with a cup of coffee set carefully between my forearms as I type. One careless move, and it’ll be everywhere.

Outside, the roars of the trolls have died away, as the big monsters seeking shelter in the world beyond the bridge—and I don’t mean in the park on the other side, although that’s one of their favorite hunting grounds; I mean that they pass under the bridge and through a portal to the Other Lands.

Outside the window, I can see the ornamental whatever-they-ares, bare of fruit and with their leaves turning yellow at the top. Soon I will have nothing but bare branches to protect me from the curious gazes of strangers using the walking path beyond. Soon, I will be able to see into the communal space where the trolls hunt, and then I'll be able to emerge and deal with them earlier.

Today, though? Today, I’m going to enjoy my coffee, read my email, and potter quietly around the house. I still haven’t healed from the last time I tangled with one of the Other Lands’ nasties, and the doctor’s orders are to take it easy. I can do that. There’s a stack of movies and a pile of books all waiting for me to go curl up with them on the couch.

Oh, yeah. The trolls are asleep. There’s nothing in the email that says I need to go out, today, and I can hear the birds calling in the early light of what is going to be a thirty-degree day. It’s a perfect day for staying home and relaxing.

Just as I’m thinking that, movement catches my eye, and I glance up and out the big, glass double doors in front of me. Fantastic! I think, and not in a good way, because the elf that’s ridden out from under the bridge is someone I know, and the last person I wanted to see today...or any other, for that matter.

And he’s got an invitation into my house. I gave him that, one day, when he needed to save my life. Funny how things like that can change your mind.

I watch him ride up to the back fence, and lead his mount in over the iron drawbridge and through my back gate. I'm still staring at the back door when he arrives. He catches the scent of coffee, and his eyes light up, making my heart do a slow flip.

Honestly, I wish it would make up its mind. There was a time when I hated him, but now? Well, I'm still making up my mind.

“Pot’s on the bench,” I tell him, and he frowns at me, but I’ve taught him that human males make their own goddamn coffee, and that he can do the same, lord or not—or he can go without.

“The healer wants to check your wounds,” he says, and then adds, “and I need you to be seen at my side.”

I sigh, and shut


[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]







[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]














[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]












[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ANOTHER
AYS OF

C.M. SIMPSON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





