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        "Cousin Entropy" has a wonderfully Stapledonian scope… This is absolutely charming hard SF (not a usual pairing of adjective and subgenre.)

        Karen Burhnam, Locus Magazine
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        This is a charming, feel-good story, the perfect pick-me-up read that will make you believe that there is good in the world and yes, the universe is looking up for you.
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      Whatever is the flavor of your life and your deep-rooted beliefs, the shorter days leading to the holidays often coincides with difficult situations, forcing hard decisions.

      It is a time when the heart may feel the relentless pressure of the exterior world, and also experiments inner turmoils of its own. No wonder, then, that so many striving souls lack confidence!

      At those moments, I crave the oldest of pick-me-up, a good book and a cup of hot chocolate. Not the just-add-hot-water powder product, but rich, warm milk and cacao, with sugar, that I mix myself in the cup. I enjoy listening to the gentle notes of the spoon tapping against the porcelain as I twirl it, seeing the little mound of cacao melt into the hot milk, breathing in the rich aroma...

      And the book. Do not forget the good book.
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      Those five stories deal with trials and new beginnings, and how love or friendship can bloom in the worst conditions, provided we never stop hoping for the best.

      Winter Pariah is a reprint of the story published in the 2020 Winter Holidays anthology edited by Kristine Kathryn Rusch. It features the first apparition of Lady Byrd, a distinguished ornithologist who mends fences and solves problems along her way. The closing story, Christmas Truck Stop, is a magical urban tale that happens to a weary housewife, right on Christmas Eve.

      Three sweet romances are sandwiched between those two. Gingerbread Man revisits the start of the 1980’s and blooms in a happy-hippie meeting. Maverick Raven is set post-covid in the City That Never Sleeps, and deals with a wounded soul and an act of compassion. Are You Tree this Evening is set in a well-known Toronto market.

      The stories range from realist to fantasy and romance, the setting navigates between Toronto, New York and the Appalachian countryside, but the questions asked are as old as humanity. Is there some magic left at Christmas time? Will I find a good man? A good friend? Can I protect my forest? And a wealth of wonders can stem from a wounded bird found in the cold or from a delivery truck lost in a suburb street.

      Enjoy with a cup of hot chocolate!
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      The sub-zero air prickled the inside of my nose as I breathed through the acrylic scarf rolled over the bottom of my face. Through the earmuffs, I could hear the stamping of many boots on the packed snow, the whispers of nylon coats brushing against each other as the members of our birding group huddled closer together.

      The ancestral reflex evoked images of buffalos standing in a protective circle around their young.

      The worst thing that could happen was not having enough layers of clothing, as you needed standing still for long periods. The young Birding Adventure Excursions guide led by example, bundled up as a Bibendum in her pale blue Canada Goose anorak, her field glasses hanging like a steel butterfly on her ample chest.

      As a full-fledged birder, I was used to uncomfortable conditions. From stuffy Brazil jungles to the Patagonia high plateaus, and down to smoky cities and sea shores and Florida swamps, I had tracked and enjoyed birds of all ranges and sizes.

      But, since the loss of my dear Paul, I rarely went birding alone. Especially in winter. Too many risks of slipping on a patch of ice and breaking a bone, or losing consciousness and dying of exposure.

      The Audubon Annual Christmas Bird Count excursion I had enrolled in also coincided with the winter solstice, so the symbolism of the light returning brought a supplemental consolation for my soul.

      I wasn’t that lonely, as my nephew had invited me for Christmas Eve and my adventurous niece had planned a visit on New Year. But I yearned for the idea of light as I felt most of the world darkening. In no way would I linger in my bed on the shortest day of the year.
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      The chosen location for our bird count provided a clear view over miles, a rocky bump domineering a slow incline. At my back, the slope was covered with the typical mixed resinous and deciduous trees, while the lower ground was a pristine white rectangle, one of those fields where cows grazed in summer.

      The shuttle that had deposited our group near the path had rumbled away to a more driver-propitious location, a diner some kilometers off. Lunches had been provided at a picnic table under the trees.

      The guide had to find a place away from the noisy highways leaving town, so the engine roar would not reach us, but close enough to deal with any emergency. This place was far enough from the bustling city, but not lost in the wilderness.

      The path that led to the site was not too long to discourage the elderly among us. A younger couple was lagging, the two children negotiating the slope at their rhythm.

      The tour guide had a big backpack, loaded with the emergency and water rations. She would also have coverlets and a folding chair, in case. Presently, she was busy installing a tripod base, screwing a 15x50 spotting scope on it, its angled body making it look like a miniature whale swimming to the surface.

      I approved of the precaution, as many beginners brought bad optics or used lenses.

      I closed my eyes, remembering so many happy outings. With my parents, with Paul. The solstices, summer and winter, had been joyful occasions in the old world, but when the church co-opted the pagan rites, the solstices vanished from the public mind.

      The quality of the silence, with the snow-laden branches like white branching corals around us, made the waiting into a special moment. The forest inhabitants had to get used to our presence.

      The sun shone like a low-hanging lantern under flimsy drapes, cut by the bare limbs of the birches. The filmy cloud layer held a faint promise of flurries, but I preferred this condition to an aggressive blue sky that would shoot glaring reflections in my eyes.

      My attention slid to the humans around me. Close to Christmas, the excursion promised sights and sounds and magic, bright-feathered birds, their vivid colors standing out of the snow cover.

      Those in the group new to bird-watching were obvious to me: casting nervous glances around, probably wondering why a dense flock of birds hadn’t manifest itself. Or gluing their eyes to their binoculars, reducing their angle of view and missing most of the scenery.

      One older dude in a camouflage outfit wasn’t at his first outing, as he sported a fancy harness that distributed the weight of his binocular over his shoulders and back. He was frowning as he flipped the page of a yellow booklet. The booklet was a birding journal, where he would consign any new sighting.

      I sympathized with the endeavor. Observing a life bird brought a rush of joy and wonder. But it could develop into a passion, or an obsession. Rabid birders traveled to all states in order to sign down new birds. Some journals came with thousands of species listed, with little squares to tick when you ID’d one. One impatient bird watcher had even stolen one such journal, to impress her friends.

      For my part, I didn’t expect to meet any life bird today, because I had lived for a long time in this area.
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      There’s an old saying among birders about never wearing white, an unnatural tint that alarm birds. But in winter, pale colors were a more appropriate choice. Opting for the gray or brownish tones of tree barks was also a fair choice.

      One twenty-something student sporting a bright orange fluo K-way, one arm extended to take a selfie. His neighbor whispered with his girlfriend about aperture and magnification, probably regretting the heavy 15x70 Celestron hanging to his neck. The ill-chosen strap was too narrow, adding to his discomfort.

      He would also regret his choice of gaudy colors for bird-watching. The girl had wisely chosen paler hues.

      A couple had brought their young children, each holding a child-sized pair of field glasses. They stood quite still for their age, bundled up with thick, gray coats that hid most of their features.

      However, one had a gendered pink plastic glasses hanging from her collar. The little girl was around four or five, fairly young, but giving her subpar material was no excuse. Most birders brought their toddlers along with good optics.

      The boy’s glasses were of a better quality, coated with a non-reflective black.

      And the mother in the long, ankle-length woolen coat…

      Had none.

      Not even eyeglasses.

      This made me fume inside like Mount St. Helens (before the eruption).

      You don’t pay your hard-earned money (as my representative often clamored on TV) on a birding trip without making sure to at least get the right optics, so you could enjoy said trip.

      While I was looking and (involuntarily) glaring at her, a contented smile floated over the woman’s face, like a saint, or a Big Brother country citizen. The long coat she wore looked like a duster. I focused my glare on the husband, a young run-of-the-mill WASP professional, well padded in his gray air-insulated coat and hood.

      His gloves were wrapped over a pair of expensive 10x50 Nikon Coated anti-reflexive field glasses. Heavy, and stupid. The fifty-millimeter aperture was perfect in summer, but here, he would squint as too much light penetrated the glass.

      I felt my heart constrict a tad, and let out a long exhalation.

      This day of returning light was no place for pettiness. I resumed my watch.

      Usually, ten minutes were sufficient to get a first sighting, if the location and the birds agreed. But my instinct told me the wait today could be longer. I scanned the forest, then the lower area for a flicker of move. Statistically, it was impossible not to have at least one volatile hopping around.

      Mumblings gradually filled the silence.

      “Why is there no bird?” the camouflaged guy asked in a cantankerous voice, his yellow booklet in one mitten. “I didn’t pay a hundred bucks for a walk in the park!”

      “We can never guarantee the presence of birds,” the guide said in a compliant, no-nonsense voice.

      The guy, about my ripe old age, looked up and down our guide. She was in her solid mid-forties, wide and round and brown-skinned. One or more of those traits hadn’t met his approval.

      “Mister McKenzie knew the good places,” the grumpy man said.

      “Mister McKenzie has had a last-minute change of schedule for a family visit. So I had to replace him.”

      A defensive note had crept into her voice.

      “This is the best place you could find for the count?” the grumpy birder said. “Ha! I should have known a migrant can’t tell where the birds are!”

      I felt my own cheeks burn at the tone he had employed. The guide tinkered with a knob on the whale-shaped 15x50 scope on the tripod stand, probably used to the verbal abuse. Her lips were set in a line as thin as my patience. She must have felt
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