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      The rainbow has infinite shades, just as this collection covers the spectrum of fictional possibilities.

      From contemporary romances like The Shores of Twilight Bay to dark fantasy like A Lone Red Tree and out to SF futures in Child of Spring, Iridescent covers the gamut of time, space and genre.

      Meyari McFarland shows her mastery in this first omnibus collection of her short fiction. Twenty-five amazing stories, all with queer characters going on adventures, solving mysteries, and falling in love are here in the first Rainbow Collection.

      And now you can get this massive collection of short queer fiction, all of it with the happy endings you love, for free!

      

      Sign up here for your free copy of Iridescent now!
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      I truly believe in the goodness of humanity. Long before Covid-19 became a part of our lives, I wrote this story. Even in the darkest times, there are people who try to help. Most people try to help in my experience. We don't always know what to do or how, but we want to make things better for the people we love and for the people around us.

      This story came out of that. It seems very appropriate to start this collection which focuses on coming out of the darkness and into the light.
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      Andy opened his eyes.

      The first faint hints of dawn had turned the ceiling grey. No hints of gold yet. Good. There was time to get to the radio station before his broadcast. Wasn't so cold in the room that his breath fogged into clouds of ice crystals. Better than it had been for a while. Now things were heating up instead of cooling off. Pretty soon ice might be a figment of the imagination. Months and months of no sunshine, just thick clouds and never-ending gloom, turned those hints of grey into the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

      Other than Torres' smile.

      He reached out one hand to the other side of the bed, caressing the divot where Torres head used to rest. Where it should have rested. Two years later and he still did this. Stupid of him. But the divot from reaching for Torres' hair, his cheek, the gentle warmth of his breath on the pillow wasn't going to go away.

      Andy sighed and pushed the covers back. His wheelchair was right next to the bed. Only took a minute to lever himself into it and then he was off through the morning routines. Wash up and brush his teeth with the leftover pitcher of water from last night's boil. Then into the kitchen to boil today's two gallons of water on the makeshift woodstove Spike had created for him.

      One cup of hot water went in Torres' old mug, oats added to it to give him a bit of something to eat. Nothing great but hey, it was warm and it'd tide him over through the morning broadcast.

      Besides, it was about all they had left for wakeup foods. Tea and coffee had run out ages ago. Juice, too. Hell, they were lucky to get anything to grow what with the weather change from… yeah. No thinking about that. He wouldn't manage to get to the radio station if he did and that was the most important thing.

      About the only thing that kept him moving every day, doing those broadcasts.

      He washed the mug instead. By the time he'd done that there was sunshine washing the knocked-together kitchen gold and red. Cobbled together or not, the kitchen worked way better for him than the original one that came with the house. Andy smiled as he remembered Spike's cursing after discovering that none of Andy's cabinets were handicap accessible. The renovation had started about five minutes after that with Spike's purple-painted sledge hammer knocking the cabinets free from the wall.

      Andy rolled for the front door and smiled that the automatic door opener Spike created last month worked perfectly. Swung the door open just before he reached its arc and then he was outside in the grey pre-dawn.

      Plenty of rain last night.

      Puddles everywhere, on his ramp, on the cracking sidewalks, and definitely in the street. Andy's wheels set up arcs of spray as he rolled on up the road from his house towards the radio station. The neighborhood was slowly coming back to live. After… Torres died… there were so few people that Andy had felt like the only person in the world. Now there were thin tendrils of smoke trailing upwards from a good quarter of the chimneys of houses he passed. Yards were all a complicated mess of herbs, moss and attempts at growing vegetables but that was true pretty much everywhere in New Seattle.

      The soil just wasn't that good. Too much had been slicked off when the developments were created, back Before, but they were making do. Not much else you could do anymore. At least in the Puget Sound there was water. That was one thing none of them had to worry about, unlike other parts of the world.

      He zipped through another puddle and smiled at the way the water sprayed.

      No one else was up yet. The Penguin's dog whuffed at him when he approached her little house, same one that she'd been living in Before. None of her sister nuns had survived but the Penguin had. Dog whined quietly, stubby tail wagging before he set his head back on his paws. The scar over his lost right eye looked good, less raw. Andy smiled and nodded as he rolled past. Good. The Penguin would lose what little was left of her mind if she lost Dog.

      Wasn't going to be able to go this easy in his wheelchair for too much longer. The grass and moss were already creeping over the road and sidewalks, taking back the concrete and asphalt. Not even the clouds and cold would stop the grass. The moss just soaked it all up, happier now than before. Spike claimed that he had ideas for how to upgrade Andy's wheelchair when that happened. Something about big nobby wheels and gearing from an old bike.

      Didn't need it yet. Not too many potholes, though. Andy dodged those easily enough. Didn't have to worry about cars anymore, no one wasted gas for just running around anymore, so he could go wherever he wanted to on the road instead of sticking to the broken, inconsistent sidewalks. They'd never built all the sidewalks required in this development. Hadn't had the chance and now there was no way it would ever happen.

      He rolled up the ramp into the radio station, chuckling as Spike's door openers got the front door, the power room door, the broadcast room door for him. Andy flipped on the power, nodding as the system started to hum. Another good thing Spike had done. No more gas-powered generator. The hydroelectric one he'd rigged up to the stream behind the station worked much better. Even the batteries were working perfectly. Whole place was running nearly as well as when…

      Torres.

      He would've been proud. Delighted.

      Andy's throat tightened.

      No. Not now. The sun was almost up. He needed to do the morning broadcast.

      Headphones. Mic turned on. Stack of news that the Penguin had collated for him over yesterday. Andy smiled, paged through them and nodded as he heard people stumbling in, yawning and chatting sleepily. That'd be Arvin and his boy Daniel, first guests of the day.

      They smiled as they settled on the other side of the booth to watch Andy work. Arvin's face was muddy. Must've been out checking his fields of stunningly well-growing potatoes before he brought Daniel in.

      Daniel's smile was a bit distant, vacant, but hey, the boy was pretty darn bright for the brain damage he'd gotten. At least it hadn't affected his memory. PHD's and so much practical engineering knowledge would've been lost if Daniel's memory was affected. None of them would be surviving half as well without him.

      If Daniel and Arvin had just been closer, Torres might have…

      Andy fought down the too familiar surge of misery and loss as he flipped on the broadcast signal. It should be Torres. He should be doing this. But he was gone so it was Andy's responsibility to do it. He'd promised, sworn as Torres died in his arms that he would do the broadcast every single day, come what may.

      

      Good morning, everyone. This is the Voice out in New Seattle. We have a good broadcast for you this morning. Let's start with the news and then we'll get to our guests for the morning show.

      The Penguin reports that we saw two solid hours with partially clear skies yesterday, news brought to us by Sherrie up on the north edge of New Seattle. While the horizon was quite brown with particulate matter, overhead the skies were a beautiful blue. She says that God has graced us with another miracle. Can't say that I disagree. Blue skies after all this time promises good things.

      We've received word that a new enclave is forming up in Denver. Good for you, Denver. The mile-high city should be well above the rising seas. If you decide to go that way, do remember that high altitudes have a powerful effect on your body. Take frequent breaks, drink as much water as you can and go slow. I wouldn't want anyone to get hurt on their way there.

      The former enclave in New Orleans has sent word that they've unmoored and are now working their way up the Mississippi towards New Chicago. Apparently, the storms were just too bad for them to stay in their old home. So, anyone on their way there by boat should just head right up Old Man River. Don't bother looking for their floating enclave. It's moved on and we wish them all the luck in the world getting to New Chicago.

      Speaking of which, New Chicago reports that they've come up with a great new way of processing plastic back into oil. That's news that we all need and welcome. My notes say that their broadcast on the process will be on midday today, their time, and that they'll include every detail so that we can all duplicate the process.

      In truly exciting news, late last night we got a faint broadcast signal from Mexico, deep in the Yucatan. Spike was able to give us a running translation of their signal and it seems that there's an enclave in trouble down there. They're heading inland, away from the rising ocean. A wise thing, I think. Spike thinks that they're heading towards the Mexican highlands but the signal was cut off before he could be sure.

      The Penguin will be leading a prayer session this evening for them after the final broadcast. We invite everyone to take a moment of silence and pray that they'll make it to safety.

      Now, today I have a treat for the main part of the broadcast. Arvin is here to discuss how to grow potatoes in pretty much any kind of soil and any kind of weather. He's having great success with his potatoes this year. We're all looking forward to eating them. Plus he'll have a discussion of other sorts of starchy root vegetables you can grow where you are, all of which will go a long way to adding variety and nutrition to your diet.

      Then his boy Daniel has a true lesson for us. Daniel's our resident expert on account of his eidetic memory and that PHD he got back Before. He's going to go into real detail on how to filter water, eight different ways, and there'll be a discussion of how to use activated charcoal to make sure the water's truly safe to drink. So, before you get started Arvin, can you tell us how to make activated charcoal, Daniel?

      

      Andy leaned back as Daniel beamed and leaned forward to start talking into the microphone. His words came out a little thick but perfectly understandable. Good. Better still, Arvin guided Daniel through the explanation and then launched into his own dissertation on potatoes and their wonders without Andy having to do a thing. Just a few hums, nods and simple questions kept them both on track for the next hour.

      His hands finally stopped shaking once he turned the broadcast signal off.

      "Thanks for letting us on the air, Andy," Arvin said as he helped Daniel stand up.

      "Oh, no," Andy said as he scrubbed the tears from his cheeks. Never had stopped crying the whole time he was on the air. "Thank you for coming in. That's good information that everyone out there needs. Especially the filtration. Didn't know four of those methods. I'll have to use the layered fabric one for my water back home."

      "I'll talk… to Spike," Daniel said, leaning on his father's shoulder and his cane. "He can do… what needs to be done."

      Andy grinned and nodded. "Yeah, Spike's good that way. Thanks again, you two. If you think of anything else people need to know, let me know. We'll get you in."

      They left and Andy sagged back in his chair for a moment. The Penguin was outside. He heard her blessing both of them as they left. Good. That meant he could roll over to Spike's little restaurant, get some breakfast. The midday broadcast would come soon enough.

      "A blessed day," the Penguin said as Andy left the broadcast booth. Dog whuffed again but stayed right by her side. As he should with her hand on his harness so that he could guide her around. "You sounded good today, Andy."

      "Thanks, Penguin," Andy said. Her habit was getting stained again. "I'll see if Sherrie can get up here and do some laundry for us all. Just can't seem to get things clean properly. All that scrubbing is hard for me. Can't do it right from my chair and sitting on the floor makes scrubbing downright impossible."

      "Well, if you need the help, I'm sure Sherrie will be glad to come," the Penguin said with a hopeful little smile on her wrinkled face. "I'll add a few of my things to the stack so it's worth her time."

      "Good idea," Andy said. "I'm off to Spike's to get breakfast. Keep an eye on things and let me know if there's anything big I need to do an emergency broadcast on."

      "Just one thing," the Penguin said with such a bright smile that he paused, hands on the wheels. "There's a new troop of people here. They arrived in the dark of the night, pushed through to get here even after the sun set. We're blessed indeed. They have children, eight good strong healthy children. Good people, too. Not a one who would raise a hand or harm another."

      Andy stared at her. That was a miracle if she was right. He let out a breath and then another as the pain of Torres not being there to see it stabbed him in the chest. The Penguin came over and rested a hand on his shoulder. Dog put his head in Andy's lap.

      Dog had soft ears. Andy pet them. Breathed. Wiped the tears away and laughed a bit breathlessly.

      "I'll go meet them then," Andy promised. "See if I can get their names and stories. We should share it on the air."

      The Penguin patted his shoulder and smiled. "That sounds wonderful, dear. Off you go. I'll transcribe the latest news for you."

      She headed back to her braille-to-English typewriter, another Spike creation, humming a hymn under her breath. Dog wagged his tail as she led her there. Andy smiled and then pushed himself out the door.

      There were new people at Spike's, three blocks away. A bunch of them, all surrounded by locals doing their best to make them all welcome. Their clothes were ragged, dirty. The kids were skinny and frightened. Man in charge was a good six foot tall, skin as black as night, but he held a toddler in his arms like she was the most precious thing in the world. Really was. Sweet little baby like that, she'd been born right when the world ended.

      Spike wandered among everyone fearlessly, his piercings and tattoos a call-back to who he'd been before. Now he was their resident tinker, idea man and best chef in the entirety of New Seattle. Andy couldn't even imagine being afraid of Spike though he could remember fearing him Before. Bikers. Not what he'd thought way back then.

      "Who're you?" the man asked, frowning at Andy before turning to Spike who was passing muffins to the kids. "We need to worry about him?"

      "That's Andy," Spike said, grinning as Andy snorted at him. "He's the Voice of New Seattle."

      Andy's breath caught as every single one of the new comers turned to him with awe in their eyes. Even the toddler turned to stare at him but at least she just looked curious, not like he was some sort of savior.

      "We missed the broadcast," the man breathed. He sat down abruptly in the middle of the pack of kids. "Haven't missed a single one since we found a radio that worked. You're why we're here. You're why we're all alive. The Voice is what kept us going. Taught us what we needed to know. Gave us the will to survive. And, well, a direction to go in. This… Damn it, sorry."

      His eyes filled with tears that matched the tears in Andy's eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment. Andy's heart pounded so hard that he couldn't even hear what Spike said to get the man up and into the restaurant. Couldn't hear what Spike said to him or the kids or anything.

      He kept them going?

      It wasn't.

      The broadcast was all that had kept Andy going.

      It.

      One of the kids, maybe five, leaned against his knees.

      "You're crying."

      "Yeah," Andy said, trying to wipe the tears away with his sleeve. "I do that. Sometimes. Get surprised. Upset. Happy. I cry. It's okay."

      "I'm Jessie."

      She stared into his eyes, hair pulled up into two adorable little black poofs on either side of her head. Her skin was a bit lighter than the man's, more red instead of blue undertones. Someone had knit her fingerless gloves that were raveling at the tips and cuff. Andy smiled and realized that yeah, his heart was finally slowing down again. Stupid panic attacks.

      "Andy."

      "I know," Jessie said as if offended that he'd tell her that. "Are you hungry? The new man Spike said that there's food."

      "That's why I'm here," Andy replied. He patted his lap and Jesse grinned just like the sun breaking through the clouds as she climbed up and settled down. "It's time for some food."

      Jesse giggled and then gasped in delight as the door opened without Andy doing a thing to it. Still a lot of awe in people's eyes but Andy found himself smiling, chatting, listening to them as they told about how they'd found each other. How they'd started an enclave in a terrible spot and then decided to move here.

      New people. Kids. Eight good strong kids who looked to Logan, their adoptive dad, with nothing but joy and love. Andy ate and listened and tried not to cry as he realized that Torres would've been delighted by every bit of this.

      Torres was gone.

      The world was gone.

      Civilization was gone, destroyed when the world as they knew it ended.

      But life went on.

      "You'll have to come in and tell your story this afternoon," Andy told Logan while brushing crumbs off his lap. "Bring the kids. The Penguin will love having them there and Dog loves getting petted."

      "So many…" Logan's voice went so hoarse that he stopped and cleared his throat, eyes shining. "You know, Before. TV shows. They'd have the world end and… it was ugly. People killing each other. Stealing. Raping. Just bad. And I've seen that. I have. But not… Not since your broadcasts started. It's good, man. You remind us that there's good out there."

      "It's not out there," Andy said and damn it, his voice was way too hoarse, too. Jessie hugged him so he patted her little back. "It's here. In you. In me. In all of us. It's easy to forget when you're grieving. All of us are grieving something. Someone. Lots of someones, really. But the good's always there. You just have to… remember it."

      Logan smiled, teeth white against his dark, dark skin. "That. Yeah. So yeah, man, we'd love to see the station. I don't know that we got a lot to share but sure."

      "What didn't work is just as important as what did," Andy said while Spike nodded and came around to clean tables off, giving all of the kids a hug or a kiss on the cheek as he went. "Just share what happened. It's important to tell the story, you know?"

      And it was, wasn't it?

      Andy had started only because Torres begged him as he lay dying to keep calling for help. To keep living even though a paraplegic in an apocalypse was sure to die. But calling for help had turned into giving help and death… just never came.

      Life came.

      In fits and starts and now New Seattle was a real town full of people who were growing food and making things and living their lives together. They were living again.

      Andy was living.

      It wasn't what he'd wanted when Torres died. He'd never stop reaching over to Torres' side of the bed. But maybe, finally, Andy could just.

      Do.

      Live.

      Grow.

      After all, Torres always said that in case of emergencies the most important thing was to keep going, no matter what.

      So yeah.

      Here he went. Onwards to the future, one broadcast at a time.
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      While most people are good and kind and helpful, there are always those who are not. It's part of how humanity works. It's a part of what we all are. That doesn't mean that everyone will be greedy or cruel or out only for themselves, just that some people will be.

      There's a price for that greed. It doesn't hit right away. Sometimes it doesn't hit for a long time. But there's always a price.

      Being the one who makes the greedy and powerful pay is never a comfortable or safe thing, but it is necessary. And sometimes it can be liberating, too.
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      Anan shut their eyes, heart hammering in their chest as if it was trying to knock the box out of their arms. Every beat felt as though their heart was trying to pound its way through their breastbone. Blood throbbed in their ears, loud enough to drown out everything other than the faint sound of voices in the distance. It shook Anan's knees, their hands, their stomach until Anan was afraid that they'd throw up all over the books.

      Couldn't. That would be a punishment offense and Anan couldn't afford another punishment. Could not, not today, not tomorrow, not ever. The last one had been so horrible that Anan was prepared to do anything they had to to avoid another.

      They swallowed, eyes screwed shut. The taste of bile receded, burned at the back of their throat until a second swallow, a third, drove their lunch back where it belonged.

      It helped enough that Anan was able to open their eyes. Master Chizoba stood by the spell register, one hand clenched in a fist, the other gesturing wildly towards the register as if its existence answered whatever question Master Dayo had asked. Anan couldn't hear what Master Chizoba said. Too far away and the argument was hissed, quiet, violent in its sheer minimalism.

      Master Dayo's nostrils flared. His chin came up. One corner of his mouth curled upwards to reveal his teeth. He leaned closer to Master Chizoba to hiss something with sharp abortive gestures and angry eyes that made
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