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From the Author:

Soon after venturing into the online writing
community, I found Rebekah Postupak’s Flash!
Friday contest, complete with weekly story prompts and
an enthusiastic group of writers. It was a wonderful way to flex my
rusty writing muscles, and many of the stories in this collection
first came to life as entries for that contest. Though they have
since been revised, the stories included nevertheless reflect their
roots, ranging significantly in style and genre. Some are
heartwarming, some fantastical, and some quite dark. Several
include dragons, stemming from Flash! Friday’s completely
reasonable obsession with the creatures, and possibly fueled a bit
by my own love for them.

Whether you dive in and read the whole
collection at once or use these stories as bite-sized reading
breaks from a hectic life, I hope within these pages you’ll find
pieces that speak to you. And I’d love to hear
your thoughts after you’re done reading!






Before this note ends, I must take the
opportunity to extend heartfelt gratitude—

to Rebekah: Without your contest and the
welcoming community you fostered, most of these stories literally
wouldn’t exist.

and to Kristyn, Jennifer, and Brigid:
Without your feedback, the resulting collection wouldn’t have been
half as readable.

















Immortalized in
Ink

When was the last time you died?

They say the pages give you lives—open the
cover and step through. Escape into the words and find your solace,
or adventure. Everything you never knew you needed exists within a
book.

Until the story ends.

I’ve lived a thousand lives, and none at all.
Each time the cover opens, the path begins anew, an invitation to
the reader to walk, hop, duck, devour, run—or linger. Meander
through new minds.

How do you read?

Infuse the lines with life. You trade
yourself for moments, thoughts that aren’t yours yet wait for
you—your heartbeats, gasps, and sighs the only way to matter. The
pages flip at fingertips then flutter shut, marked, altered.
Characters still, frozen and impatient.

Yearning.

Under your eager eyes they breathe again,
huddled in armchairs or splayed out on the floor, cradled in your
hands once more until that final page, your fingers’ parting touch
a bittersweet caress.

My story stops but doesn’t end.

Shut on the shelf, I wait for you, your
children, friends. I’ve memorized the words, the whole of my
existence, unchanging. Emotions laid out in snapshots, catalogued
yet incomplete, mold to their reader’s temperament, rely on your
vicissitudes.

Trapped in my life, I live it over with
you.

You laugh, learn, ache, love, grieve, then
shed my story like old skin, discard it on a growing pile. Husks
wither, dry, decay, but pages stay, a fresh supply.

Immortalized in ink, I wait, and never
die.

















Bargain

Waking up isn’t easy when you’re being baked
alive.

A groan scratches its way out of my throat as
I open my eyes to the blistering sunlight. Soreness in my shoulders
and ankles dissuades me from moving.

One of only two shadows on the sand moves.
Grit scrapes my eyes as I try to blink the motion away.

“Oh shut up.” The shadow falls over me for a
blissful instant of relief, chased away by her grin. “How ya doin’
down there?”

“What the hell you stupid—”

“Ah, ah. Careful.”

The scorching spotlight finds my face again.
She spits, taunting me with the waste of water.

“You owe me,” I remind.

“Well now, that’s why I’m here. You forget my
little debt, and I’ll cut you free.”

“Are you off your—”

“Or.” Her shadow moves out of sight. “I could
just leave you here, while I come up with the money.” A casual
shrug shifts her shoulders. “Shouldn’t take more than a couple
weeks.”












 


Exceptional

Dozens of faces watch me take my place on the
satin aisle spread along the sand. Waves lap quietly at its other
edge. Heaping plates of food wait back at my parents’ house.

The Council Head nods. I pop open my crimson
umbrella and step forward.

When was the last time one drowned? a
voice whispers.

Every Sinamee girl strides into the sea on
her eighteenth birthday. An hour later, most reemerge—“purified.” A
handful never makes it back.

Every girl wears crimson, probably so we’re
easier to see out in the churning water. Every girl chooses her own
accessory.

Neck-deep, I lower my umbrella over my head
and push off, losing the bottom. The chant begins, marking my
minutes in the water.

There’s no time to scream when something
grabs my leg, dragging me under. The umbrella’s slick handle slips
through my fingers as I kick out, thrashing to reach the fading
light of the surface.

A band crushes my lungs as I give in.

But moments later my mouth gasps in air, and
my eyes open to a shimmering hall, its walls encrusted with ancient
crimson. Submerged beauty engulfs me as smiles greet my surprise.
Faces we thought lost surround me.

Up on the surface, tonight’s celebration will
transform to distant vigil. But for the first time, I am home.












 


Regenesis

The breeze plumps and shifts my hair, gently
caressing the graying strands. The valley I live for stretches
below, at last vibrantly verdant. A wash of life carpets the scars
of war etched into the land.

My scars have found an uglier comfort,
puckering and pulling at my skin. But inhaling the tangy bite of
the surrounding vines soothes my once-rampant vanity.

My degenerating body served me well, fighting
to carry me back to my one-time home and newfound haven, even if
the bell tower is all that’s left.

Once, this had been Castle Creagh.

Once, I’d been its queen.

Once, dragons had ruled the sky.

Now, amidst the ruins and foliage, only I
remain, freed from the cage of bloodshed.

Ignoring my provisions, I watch the sun paint
my land in its descent, allowing forgotten peace to droop my
eyelids.

Until a flicker of fire reanimates my drained
form. A second flicker reminds my lips of their former curve as my
eyes search the horizon.

Yes—there. Wings.

We’ve made it home.

















The Way Back

Five more days.

Ashton had spent decades studying. When he’d
finally finished his calculations, his heart had stilled with hope
he’d barely dared to feel. He’d checked and checked again, and then
he’d started gathering supplies.

Tired, blistered hands pulled the mound of
silk he’d painstakingly stitched together closer. All he had to add
were the ropes he’d woven. Then it would be time to climb.

His last jump taunted him. Floating over
pristine peaks of snow, caressed by golden light… He saw it in his
dreams, and in his nightmares. He’d been young and for those
precious moments finally at peace, safely suspended by a sky-borne
jellyfish over unparalleled beauty.

Until a force he’d given his life to
understand had ripped him from that harmony.

Five more days until the anniversary of that
interrupted jump, a hundred years from now and thirty years
ago.

Five more days, and his only chance.

Ashton had to be ready.







 


Flight Plan

She could jump.

The darkened crevice yawned before her,
trembling under the weight of her pursuers’ pounding progress. In
the distance, a carved bridge mocked her with its illusion of
proffered safety. But she knew where it led.

At the very least, falling into the jagged
void offered her an instant—of flight, of safety.

Of freedom.

An instant, before unforgiving stone tore her
flesh, relishing the taste of blood that would feed the flecks of
living greens. A gust of warmth blew over her, fluttering the
tatters hanging from her frame.

Staring into the hungry depth, she could feel
their relentless approach, inching closer to surround her, blocking
any other chance of escape.

It was the crevice, or nothing. Worse than
nothing—a future back in his hands.

His minions advanced slowly, certain she
wouldn’t risk plummeting to an inevitable death.

But she could jump.

And she just might survive.
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