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Foreword

J. Scott Coatsworth

Queer Sci Fi Founder




It's hard to tell a story in just 300 words. This year, we broke our record, inspiring 207 writers to try. So I figured it was only fair to limit this introduction to the same.

The rules are simple enough. Write a complete sci fi, fantasy, paranormal or horror story, include LGBTIQA characters, and do it all with just 300 carefully chosen words.

For our fourth year and third anthology, we chose the theme, "Renewal" (thanks, Ben.) The stories run the gamut from library cards to coffee cats, from body modification to urban renewal. There are little jokes, big surprises, and future prognostications.

I'm proud that this collection includes many colors of the LGBTIQA (or QUILTBAG, if you prefer) universe—lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer and asexual characters populate these pages—it was our most diverse contest yet.

There's a bit of romance, too—and a number of stories solidly on the "mainstream" side.

Flash fiction is short and easy to read. You may not fall in love with every story here—in fact, you probably won't. But if you don't like one, just move on to the next, and you're sure to find some bite-sized morsels of flash fiction goodness.

We chose three winning stories and four judges' choices, all marked in the text. Thanks to our other judges—Angel Martinez, B.A. Brock, Jerome Stueart and Clare London—for selflessly giving their time, love, and energy to this project. And to Freddy MacKay for generous acts of magical formatting.

There are so many good stories in here—choose your own favorites.

At Queer Sci Fi, we're building a community of writers and readers who want a little rainbow in their speculative fiction. We hope you will join us, and maybe submit a story of your own next time!


Science Fiction

Part I




The function of science fiction is not always to predict the future but sometimes to prevent it. 




― Ray Bradbury (quoted by Theodore Sturgeon, introduction to World Soul, MacMillan (1978))
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180 - The Whole World is Watching - 300

Jude Dunn










"Who's that?"

"What? You're ace, and you don't recognize Lasid?"

"Who?"

"Aw, don't they have Wi-Fi under your rock? C'mon, Lasid's only the first human genetically engineered with no genitals. As in zero. L.A.S.I.D.: Lacking Any Sexual IDentity. Jesus and Buddha rolled together ain't as famous."

"Oh."

"Hmf. 'Oh's' all you got?"

"So, why's, um…"

"They. Singular they is the only pronoun Lasid acknowledges."

"So, 'they're' here because…?"

"Same as us. To renew their CID card."

"Who cares?"

"Good god! Remember when the HetFirst party overran Parliament and passed the Citizen's Rights Act of 2042? Starting today, you can't get a Citizen's ID card without declaring your sexual identity. If you don't…"

"Yeah, what happens then?"

"Yeah, what does? Not even the lawyers know. Yet."

"Oh."

"That your favorite word now?"

"Shut up. So why'd you say, 'yet'?"

"Think about it. Lasid's a gender freedom activist. They're a big hero, specially to the IQA part of the Community. See that screen?"

"Lasid is the future. And the future is now."

"Exactly."

"So Lasid's gonna refuse to declare their sex ID—"

"Or not—"

"And won't get a CID card, and—and then what? Get deported? Sent to prison? Something worse?"

"Like I said, nobody knows. Maybe Lasid will start a revolution. Kickstart the return of true human rights. And there's no one on the planet who isn't wondering what Lasid's gonna do. 'Cept you, apparently."

"Wow…"

"Yeah, wow. Hey, look. The press is lighting up. And we're here to see what Lasid does!"

A reporter double-tapped her left temple. Her network anchor took control of her visual cortex, and her eyes turned glassy. "This is the moment we've all been waiting for," she said quietly. "Lasid is approaching the main CID Bureau desk.

"And the whole world is watching."


130 - Longitudinal Case Study - 300

Rory Ni Coileain










Project Renewal Journal




Subject: James Ashton

Age: 87




Everyone's left but Claire—Nancy, Alex, the grandkids. Claire will be staying the night, and she'll be with me tomorrow when I get the injection. We've never slept apart, not in 57 years, except when she was in the hospital having the kids. I wish she'd been eligible to do the study with me, but the doctors say her history of breast cancer disqualifies her—no way to tell what would happen when she regenerates. She insists she'll love me even when I'm back to being the young idiot she married, though.




Subject: James Ashton

Age: 136




I'm more afraid this time than I was the first time. Losing Claire was almost more than I could take. She didn't even want to try to understand I was still the man who'd loved her since high school. But I suppose what happened was hard for her, in a different way than it was for me. At least she didn't try to turn the kids against me.




I hope to God it doesn't happen again. I told Darron I'll still love him, regardless. That it'll still be me, even if I wake up straight this time, and that I'm not going to forget 35 years of our lives, or what we mean to each other. I think he believes me. I hope so.




Subject: Talia Ashton

Age: 137




Darron was ready for straight Jim. But he's having a much harder time dealing with Talia. Reversing aging doesn't just set the clock back—it's a whole new clock, every time. Is starting over worth letting go of everything that makes me what I am?




Subject: Talia Ashton

Age: 186




I was wrong. I've never let go of what matters. But… what will I be tomorrow?










Honorable Mention


200 – Coffee Break – 300

Laurie Treacy










The last dinner-rush customer exits the Galaxia 24-Hour Diner. Lyra jams her tips into the jar and gazes at the tall cook scraping the grill. The day she started, Ly memorized every feature of her co-worker's body. The watercolor Orion constellation arm tattoo. Brown hair, shag cut. Chiseled cheekbones. Dreamy eyes.

Halley.

After wiping the booths, Ly grabs the empty coffee pot and hurries to the back.

"Hey."

Ly jumps, heart rate jacked. Her hand shakes. The pot slips.

Halley lunges, snatches the handle mid-air. "Nervous?" She deposits the decanter into the sink.

"C-clumsy. Thanks." Ly turns to leave.

Sliding herself in the counter girl's path, Halley raises a hand. "Hold up."

Trapped, Ly stares at the wall. "Um—"

"It's quiet. Hang."

Fingers clammy, Ly jams them inside her apron pockets.

Halley tucks stray strands behind Ly's ear. "Nice waves." Her tone softens. "Are you scared of me?"

Lips purse, Ly counts floor tiles. "No."

"Will you look at me, Lyra?"

Ly freezes.

With two fingers, Halley clasps Ly's chin. "Look. At. Me."

Ly allows herself to peer at the woman she dreams about. Her breath hitches.

Halley's deep blue eyes glint as she steps closer, crowding the remaining space. "I've noticed you. Always quiet, aware." Sweat beads across her forehead. "Beautiful."

Ly blinks, biting her lip, unable to break their cosmic connection.

"That's, ah… distracting," Halley whispers. Cheeks redden, her gaze drops to Ly's mouth. "Go out with me. Tonight. After our shift."

The moment shatters. Ly remembers Gaia. Her kisses graduated to punches. Sweet words morphed into yells. Accusations. Pain.

"I know you've been hurt." Halley's trembling fingers stroke along Ly's scarred neck. "Gimme a chance. Say yes."

That voice.

Her touch.

"Okay."

Ly's broken pieces fuse. She'll take a chance on the latest model SE49 android.


199 – Checkpoint – 299

F.T. Lukens










He passed a gnarled oak ten minutes back and took respite in the shade of the sprawling branches and resplendent leaves. Buried in the roots was an unsuspected cache of goods: fur-lined gloves, several medpacks, rations, and a small purse of gold. Equipping the gloves, he stuffed the other items into his pack and swung it over his shoulder as he continued his journey. The distance behind him disappeared in a shimmer.

The prince was out there somewhere. At the last castle, after fighting through to the inner chambers, his love wasn't there. Heartbroken, he hefted his bloodied sword and vowed to keep searching. He'd spend the rest of his life fighting to find him. Bandits, a mage, an army of the undead, and a sentient plant had already fallen to his sword. More would be no hardship in the search for his missing prince.

The dirt path he followed curved into a forest—dense brush on both sides—and as he entered, the thick foliage blocked the sun, casting him in a melancholy gloom. A fallen tree blocked his path. He stopped. The situation was eerily familiar. He unsheathed his sword, body tense and ready.

The swarm of feral bats attacked with no warning. Skilled with his blade, he cut through a swath, only to see them respawn with ferocity. Vicious, they bit and clawed. No amount of medpacks could heal his wounds. They overwhelmed him and he fell to his knees, his strength fleeing. His vision blackened, and he succumbed to his injuries, his last thought of his beloved waiting for him.

DanTheMan1337 woke up. The tree he was under looked familiar. Among the roots, he found a stash. He shoved the items in his pack. His prince was out there somewhere, hopefully within the next castle.


055 – Restoration, Inc. – 278

Jeff Baker










Chase stared at the rows of blue-grey plants growing under the reddish sun. A year ago nobody thought anything would grow here.

Chase hated the place.

Long hours weeding, spraying, measuring, fighting off bugs that came in shapes and colors you never saw on Earth.

"We're pioneers," Max kept saying. "Being the first is never easy." Max was enjoying it all a little too much, even if Restoration Inc. was his pet idea. "Give us an atmosphere and we'll give you a world," was their slogan. Ecologically worn-out planets revitalized for a fee.

So far it was working on everything; the planet, their company, their bank balance. Everything but their ten-year-old marriage.

Chase had promised Max he'd follow him to the ends of the galaxy but he hadn't expected to do it literally. Terraforming Mars had just been for show; it had been a challenge, plus they could go back to Earth on the weekends, but this. Thousands of light-years away. And all Max talked about was the money.

Max walked up, his feet scuffing the silvery dust.

"Look," Max said. "You're not happy. I've been an idiot and haven't noticed." Max looked down. "Haven't cared. But being here with an entire world changing…"

Max dropped to one knee.

"Let's get married," he said.

"We're already married," Chase said.

"I mean, let's renew our vows. Right here. And I promise you, we'll leave the engineering side of Restoration Inc. to the work crews. We have a bunch of eager bio scientists waiting to get into projects like this. We can work from home. On Earth. You think that's a good idea?"

"I do," Chase said with a grin.


201 – A Circle Has No End – 297

Rose Blackthorn










Lea touched Rae's forehead. She was burning up.

"Don't worry so," Rae said, her voice a husk of its usual rich tone. Grey hair was damp with sweat and her eyes were fever-bright, crystalline blue that shone with their own light.

Lea shook her head, dipping a cloth in a basin of cool water. She wrung it out, gently placed it on the older woman's brow.

Thirty years they'd been together, now. Lea could remember the first day as if it had been yesterday. They had traveled from Titan together to visit the moons of Neptune, taking a long, roundabout journey through the system to the main dome of Tithonius on Mars. They'd been inseparable ever since.

"I should call for an emergency transport." Lea held water to Rae's parched lips. "We shouldn't have come back to Earth."

"Cradle and grave," Rae whispered, taking only a sip. "Earth is our home, no matter how far we roam."

Lea said nothing. Earth was a barren desert, abandoned by humankind when it became clear generations of greed and destruction could no longer be repaired. They were spread through the solar system now, and little still survived in this desolation.

"It's beginning." The heat radiating from the woman was like a blast furnace.

"I'm calling for help." Lea hurried back toward their temporary shelter; Rae had insisted on being outside.

"I'll see you soon," Rae called, her voice too weak to go far.

A flash, brilliant and overwhelming, made Lea cry out. When she turned, the shading canopy was gone and all beneath it was ash.

Cradle and grave, Lea thought, blinded by sudden tears. Nowhere to go now without her beloved Rae.

Until the pile of ash shifted, revealing new seedlings and a blue-eyed child who began to cry.


037 – Winter Idyll – 300

Paul Stevens










Two couples sat on a padded ledge staring through foot-thick, lead-glass windows. Snow fell on the valley below. Tops of the tallest trees barely showed above drifts.

"Is it evening?" Trish asked.

Dan shook his head. "Nearly noon. This is as light as days will get for hundreds of years."

"Why did you save us?" Carla asked.

Dan shrugged. "Couldn't let my best friends die. It was probably selfish, cowardly. I wasn't ready to die and knew Trish and I needed company. I expected others who knew this shelter was functional would grab family and friends and head here. They're probably frozen on the road leading here."

"Other shelters were ready, though," John said.

Dan nodded. "With their wealthy survivors. But they're designed to last a generation at most. The world won't be habitable for creatures our size for hundreds of years. I don't want to think what the last days in those shelters will be like. Life will return. It's too tenacious not to survive somewhere, probably in the depths of the oceans." He turned to his companions. "Which bring me to babies. Our progeny would eventually face a grim, slow death when some system malfunctions as it inevitably will."

Carla leaned against the wall. "So what do you propose?"

"In college, you two picked John and me because we weren't skittish about having sex in front of the other pair. You knew why, as did we. You had hiking weekends, we had camping trips—no one objected. If we do roommates as we did in college, there won't be accidents." Dan took Trish's hand. "I do love you."

She kissed him. "I know. We all love each other. I agree." She put her arm around Carla. "Will the snow ever cover this window?"

Dan leaned against John. "Perhaps."


078 – First Contact – 300

Eloreen Moon










Flash. Spark. BANG! Hot.

Words. I have words now. Superheated… concepts… language.

Molten metal. Three metals to one. Feelings. Molding my form to something new.

Strength. This person who hones my sides to a thin, deadly, razor edge. Heat. This interesting person who hammers out my length to a pointed tip. Changing my original form of metals found on my home planet Listrial.

These "humans" came to my planet and found an abundance of different types of metals like they knew but discovered new as well. Never knowing that the very "people" they were seeking in their quest for aliens not of their planet and materials to build their starships is growing even now.

This one. This person seems to verbalize while performing this "forging" the ancestors had stored in our collective. I think it's called "singing." They have a very nice "voice." I'm drawn to it as my shape is hammered, quenched, heated, and the cycle repeating many times refining me again and again. I feel my own "flesh" give rise. My "mind" has better concepts as my prior existence is honed to something more. I seek to understand this person renewing me, giving me a different perspective than what I am used to. I reach to link.




"What the…" Darkan shudders at a sensation sucking in a breath which stops their heat forging of the sword from the new alloy found. They feel a presence gently embracing, and accepting, their sexes forging mental bonds between. Their eyes widen in wonder as they look at the blade in their hands as this being establishes first contact accepting their identity completely.

Greetings, my bonded. I am complete now like you.

Darkan smiles happily, tears silently sliding down their face as they accept this new being in their transplanted life.


146 – Reboot V5.0 – 299

E.J. Russell




Three minutes and twenty-seven seconds.

Drone telemetry from both continents crawled up the wall screens, confirming what Timson already knew—the planet was ready. He'd addressed every glitch, debugged every subprogram, cross-checked every safety protocol. This time, there'd be no cascading failure from microbial imbalance like Reboot V3.4; no tectonic instability to trigger the massive earthquakes that had doomed Reboot V4.7.

Two minutes thirty-four seconds.

He hurried out of the control room, footsteps echoing in the empty station corridor, until he reached the sealed hibernation bay. Inside, diagnostic panels dimly illuminated hundreds of biopods: Sleepers awaiting their next chance on a renewed world.

The rest of the ecoconstruction team didn't believe Reboot V5.0 would succeed in providing that chance any better than its predecessors, but Timson did. Desperately. So he'd stayed behind when everyone else boarded maintenance shuttle.

Gart had been last through the airlock, unable to resist one final taunt. "He won't remember you. Reviv restores Sleepers to pre-flight backups, body and mind."

"I don't care."

"Fool." Gart had scoffed. "You're facing ten years alone, and for what? One kiss and the promise of a fuck?"

"No." One kiss and the promise of a life. He'd never wanted anyone before Darael. They'd had so little time together before the last biosphere crash, but Timson couldn't imagine ever wanting anyone else.

Sixty seconds.

The bay door whooshed open—finally—and he rushed to biopod 376. Beneath its faceplate, Darael was as beautiful as ever. But I'm
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