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Introduction

Welcome to my first Annual Collection of delicious short fiction! In this fun little book, you’ll get five of my stories that were first published in 2024 (or earlier).

Most of my story collections tend to cluster around a specific theme or genre, but for this new Annual Collection series, I’m going for an eclectic selection from what I published over the past year.

Thus, this year’s story collection offers stories from a mix of genres: comedy, unrequited love, and science fiction.

So if you’re the kind of reader who loves variety, and relishes the thought of reading a steampunk Victorian parody one minute, then a serious time travel alternate history story, and then a high school (doomed) romance… well, you might just have found your perfect next read.

Have a look at the five tales that await you:


	In “The Punctuality Machine” (a Parsec Awards finalist that first appeared in Beneath Ceaseless Skies), a young Victorian inventor, Whitlock Cartwright, loves the exalted Lady Cadence, far above his station. She insists on punctuality, but he always arrives late… until the morning a star vessel arrives from another world…


	“Birthday Boy” poses a simple question: what if we’d gotten time travel instead of the Internet? For Marvin Edison, an still-mostly-aspiring actor who’s turning thirty, the question gets uncomfortably personal.


	In “Dawn”, the romantic Rick makes his very first profession of love in his high school gym… to the devoted girlfriend of one of his best friends. But what happens next is the real surprise.


	In “DJ Jarba and Rockabilly go to Venice,” two hapless college students flee the British police over a truly unfortunate misunderstanding involving illegal gold dust, soup flavor packets, and a “borrowed” dog catcher truck.


	Finally, in “The Joys of Research Paper Writing,” (a mock editorial that actually appeared in my high school newspaper), a young humorist channels his inner Dave Barry and recounts the slightly implausible tale of his recent all-nighter. Trust me, it’s weirder than it sounds.




Quite the mix, don’t you think?

Though yes, more than half do tilt toward comedy, so that’s probably either great news for you, or… not.

All these stories stand alone, of course. You can start with whichever tale grabs you first, and read them in any order you like.


A Note On When These Stories Were Written

To be clear, I didn’t write all these stories in 2024. You may have noticed that the final piece originally appeared in my high school newspaper. Which was… awhile ago. Before 2024. But I still think it’s a pretty funny little story.

Not all the stories in this collection are quite that old, of course. But after all, this is my first annual story collection. We have to start somewhere.

Now, I did also write some new short stories in 2024 (and this past year as well, in 2025), but those new stories won’t be published for awhile yet. That’s just how short stories work—you write the story, and then send it around to magazines first for a year or two. Editors only want new, unpublished stories for their magazines; once the story appears in a collection, they’re usually not interested.

Eventually, all those new stories I wrote in 2024 will come out in future themed collections. And a lucky few will even make it into a future annual volume in this series.



Who This Collection Is For

Still undecided? This little book might be perfect for you if:


	Again, if you consider variety in a story collection to be a feature, not a bug. You’re the kind of person who makes a workout playlist that veers from a rock anthem one track to Wagnerian opera the next. Because why not?


	Or maybe one of the stories in this volume already caught your eye, but you couldn’t quite bring yourself to buy it as a standalone book. For a few more bucks, you’ll get five stories instead of one. Pretty good deal.


	Conversely, maybe you keep seeing me release all these new story collections, but you’re not really sure where to start. I wouldn’t quite call this a “Best Of” collection—because who am I to start saying which of my stories are “best” for you?—but I have chosen a fun mix of entertaining stories from last year’s (and earlier) collections.






Who This Collection Is Not For

Who might not be so interested in this book?

Well, mainly, if you already own one or more of the collections from which these stories are selected:


	The Punctuality Machine (And Other Tales of Time Dysfunction)


	Crags in the Sunset (And Other Love Stories I Wrote In High School)


	Waiting for Perot (And Other Goofy Comedies I Wrote in High School)




Got any of those titles? If so, you might want to skip this one. Just saying.

Or maybe you’re more into strong themes within a collection, instead of genre-hopping. You love comedy, but hate love stories. Or vice versa. Whatever.

If that’s you, you should definitely give this book a pass. I’ve got plenty of other more focused collections that I expect you’ll vastly prefer.



A Final Note On This (New) Annual Series

There’s always something a bit ominous about the phrase “First Annual” anything, whether it’s a book, a conference, a haircut, whatever. One seems almost to be begging the more mischievous little gods of car trouble and computer problems to come and wreak their havoc, as punishment for our hubris.

But, with all due humility, I do actually intend to make this annual collection a habit.

Starting, of course, with Stories from 2025. I published a lot of new stories this past year, and I’m already excited about which ones might make it into that book…

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, shall we? I hope you enjoy this book, and relish this eclectic little collection of satisfying tales.

Happy reading!





Bill Alive

2025 December





(Yes, alas, I’m releasing this 2024 “annual” collection in December of the following year. I’ll get the 2025 collection out much earlier in 2026, I promise…)






Whitlock Cartwright, a young inventor-cum-geometry tutor, secretly loves Lady Cadence, far above his station.

She insists on punctuality for their geometry lessons together. But despite his hidden passion, he always arrives late.

This morning, though, at last, he finally gets an early start. Only to find the village square absolutely impassable… and the villagers obsessed with talk of a star vessel from another world…

(Note: “The Punctuality Machine” first appeared in the pro fantasy magazine Beneath Ceaseless Skies, and was later performed, with a special large cast recording, for the magazine’s podcast. That recording went on to place as a Parsec Awards Finalist. So, really, perhaps it’s just about time that you settled in to read…)





The Punctuality Machine




Or, A Steampunk Libretto




SETTING


The Arcadian hamlet of Fork-in-the-Heigh, many miles from London, on the eve of historic havoc.





DRAMATIS PERSONAE


WHITLOCK CARTWRIGHT

(a Young Inventor-cum-Geometry-Tutor, Chronically Late)




LADY CADENCE

(a Young Beauty, Apparently Devoted to Geometry)




JACQUENETTE

(Personal Automaton to Lady Cadence. French. Mobility Somewhat Restricted by the Hose Providing her Steam Power.)




VILLAGER 1

(a Villager)




CHORUS OF VILLAGERS

(Other Villagers)




VRIL

(a Charismatic Potentate of Extremely Alien Origin)




CHORUS OF VRILLIANS

(Vril’s Devoted Vassals)




First produced at the Opera Comique, London, on 1 April 1882.





ACT I


(WHITLOCK CARTWRIGHT, wearing his least-patched TWEED, rushes onto the empty stage at L. before the closed curtain. Panting, he consults a hissing, steam-powered POCKETWATCH.)





WHITLOCK




(aside)



Ha! A full ninety-seven seconds remain at my disposal. For once, I shall honour Lady Cadence with the punctuality befitting a fortnightly tutor in the Euclidean arts, particularly one who dares to harbour a passion so presumptuous that I dare not breathe it aloud, alone though I be in an antiquated alley of this charming but rusticated hamlet.


(He approaches the CENTRE of the curtain.)



Now I need only cross our sole plaza, which is, of course, perpetually deserted.




(The CURTAIN opens.)




(Scene: The central PLAZA of the hamlet Fork-in-the-Heigh. The VILLAGE CLOCK shows TWO minutes to TEN. A MOB of arguing VILLAGERS fills the entire PLAZA, completely OBSTRUCTING WHITLOCK’s path to the TOWN HOUSE of LADY CADENCE, which stands on the far side of the plaza at R. of stage.)





WHITLOCK



Brass tacks! What’s all this?





VILLAGER 1




(slaps WHITLOCK’s face)



Watch your language, sirrah! Though I suppose even a man of science can be forgiven a smidgen of profanity, given the morning’s outrageous events.





WHITLOCK



What events? Never mind, I’ve no time!




(He attempts to push past, but the VILLAGERS lock ARMS around him in CONCENTRIC CIRCLES. As they GYRATE with WHITLOCK as their unwilling MAYPOLE, VILLAGER 1 addresses them ALL in SONG.)




SONG—VILLAGERS




(emphatic, even thumping)





VILLAGER 1



What’s all this? How remiss! What a social abyss!

Our enamoured inventor in ignorant bliss!





VILLAGERS



A momentous event he has managed to miss!

We’ll ensure he remains here as we reminisce.





VILLAGER 1



For in this very place, from the reaches of Space,

We have coolly conferred with an alien race!





VILLAGERS



Yes, in this very place, with a grin on our face,

We have cravenly cringed to an alien race.





WHITLOCK




(speaks)



I say, did you call me enamoured? How dare you imply—





VILLAGER 1




(sings)



I confess, these are news I expected to stun,

But I solemnly swear by the nose of a nun,

It’s the truth, or my name isn’t ‘VILLAGER 1’.





VILLAGERS



It’s the truth! (Though he wishes the name were undone.

What kind of a mother would saddle her son

with a grave appellation like ‘VILLAGER 1’?)





VILLAGER 1’s MOTHER




(popping up at the back of the crowd)



Me!





WHITLOCK




(to VILLAGER 1)



Why on Earth should I be stunned by an ‘alien race’? A few foreigners on holiday—





VILLAGER 1



Foreigners? These ‘foreigners’ ain’t from Earth at all! Why, in this very place, among our very own fields (now much tramplified), we have entertained and intervened a star vessel from another world.





WHITLOCK



What?




(The VILLAGE CLOCK begins to gong TEN O’CLOCK. LADY CADENCE opens her front door, but WHITLOCK, his back to her, babbles on.)





WHITLOCK



How could a vessel voyage across the gulf of Space? And why ever would it disembark at the hamlet of Fork-in-the-Heigh? Why not London? Paris? Anywhere?




(The VILLAGERS scowl and mutter in OFFENCE.)





VILLAGER 1



Well, sir, it seems they hadn’t your Baedeker to plan their tour. They just landed, that’s all, and after we’d made their acquaintance, we considered it prudential to return them starward.





WHITLOCK



You sent them away? Imagine what wonders they might have bequeathed us! What advancements in knowledge! Instrumentation! Evening dress!


(He spares a rueful GLANCE for his doubtful TWEED.)



How could you? Brass—





LADY CADENCE



Mr. Cartwright.





WHITLOCK



Lady Cadence!




(The VILLAGERS scatter with murmurs of ‘Fine day, Your Ladyship’, ‘Beg pardon, Your Ladyship’, ‘Do avert your eyes from my plebeian squalor, Your Ladyship’, etc.)





LADY CADENCE



Once again, Mr. Cartwright, you have preferred the company of your contraptions to my own.





WHITLOCK



I beg your indulgence! I had come unto the very gates of the paradise of promptitude when I found myself entangled, nay, ambushed, by the greatest discovery of our age!





LADY CADENCE



Kindly spare us your elaborate excuses.




SONG—LADY CADENCE, WHITLOCK




(quick and strident)





LADY CADENCE



Every man with rationality,

Must acknowledge the centrality

And immerse his personality

In the joy of punctuality!





WHITLOCK



But a tragic street fatality,

Or a passing principality,

Or the slightest technicality

Can obstruct one’s—





LADY CADENCE



Enough! Mr. Cartwright, I shall no longer require your services.





WHITLOCK



But, Lady Cartwright—I mean—Lady Cadence—





LADY CADENCE



How can I learn the intervals of Geometry from a man so consistently unfamiliar with the intervals of the clock? Good day, Mr. Cartwright.




(JACQUENETTE, personal automaton to LADY CADENCE and dressed in the latest French fashion, appears at the door. At her back, the HOSE providing her STEAM POWER emerges modestly from a pink satin FLOUNCE above her BUSTLE.)





JACQUENETTE




(with a small, unintentional HISS of STEAM)



Milady!




(LADY CADENCE silences her with a gesture.)





WHITLOCK




(deflated)



Good day.

(He stumbles away towards L. of stage.)





JACQUENETTE



Ah! What a scene to arouse the sympathy! If only my eyes had the ducts of tears!




(LADY CADENCE turns her back to the retreating WHITLOCK, SIGHS, and CLASPS her HANDS.)





LADY CADENCE




(slowly)



If he only knew.




SONG—LADY CADENCE




(slow and lilting)





LADY CADENCE



His discovery’s long overdue

Of the passions so deep and so true

That within me abide and accrue—

Alas, if he only knew!

With the feminine diligence due,

I have offered him clue after clue.





JACQUENETTE



Then milady, do tell him what’s true!





LADY CADENCE



I say! Let the man pursue!




(LADY CADENCE sighs, glides down her steps into the deserted plaza, and PINES at R. of stage. JACQUENETTE loops her excess HOSE over one arm and follows.)





JACQUENETTE




(still singing)



Perhaps he thinks your sympathy

Is only geometric?





LADY CADENCE



He can’t believe I care for Math

So useless and eccentric.





JACQUENETTE



Perhaps he fears your firm farewell

Is meant to be forever?





LADY CADENCE



Not true! He knows he must pursue

And win me by endeavour!




(WHITLOCK, meanwhile, at far L. of stage, rests an ELBOW on an abandoned PITCHFORK STALL marked ‘SOUVENIRS’. He sings.)





WHITLOCK



There’s no deed that I doubt I would do—

I’d acquire a minor tattoo!

I’d consume a bucolic fondue!

Alas, she would still eschew.




(As he CONTINUES to SING, JACQUENETTE turns sharply and STRIDES towards him, to the full length of her HOSE. The MUSIC swells.)





LADY CADENCE



Thus I trust he’s preparing to woo.





WHITLOCK



With disgust, she has bid me adieu.





JACQUENETTE



By my rust! Now Monsieur’s singing too!





ALL



Alas, if he (she) only knew!




(LADY CADENCE and JACQUENETTE withdraw into the HOUSE.)





WHITLOCK



Brass tacks! How shall I ever regain her esteem?

Shall I confess my true feelings? Impossible! She could never accept a man so wanting in punctuality.

If only I could somehow re-live the last few minutes…

Wait! Of course! If a vessel can voyage through the gulf of Space, why not the River of Time?

Ha! I’ll invent a Punctuality Machine! How could I have missed a solution so simple? I’ll construct such a device in no time at all! To my workshop! Huzzah!




CURTAIN





ACT II


SCENE 1


(Scene: The PLAZA, now empty. The VILLAGE CLOCK shows a QUARTER to TEN. An EXPLOSION sounds off-stage. WHITLOCK is thrown on at L. of stage. He staggers up, his TWEED SINGED and SMOULDERING.)





WHITLOCK



Quarter to ten! It worked! Francis Bacon and eggs, my invention actually worked! I have traversed the boundaries of Space and Time! And more than that—I’m early!




(WHITLOCK jaunts across the PLAZA and knocks on LADY CADENCE’s DOOR. JACQUENETTE answers, followed by LADY CADENCE.)





JACQUENETTE



Monsieur Cartwright! Early? It cannot be! Help! The impostor!





LADY CADENCE



Nonsense. No human agency could replicate that tweed.
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































SCENE 2

































































































































































































































































ACT III
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