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Fifty-one gripping stories in science fiction, fantasy, and horror.

In a small valley amidst the mountains, villagers disagree about what to do with their aging dragon.

—“A Kindness, A Cruelty” by Andrew Maust

In a ship traveling across the stars, an accomplished smuggler ends up with some very precious contraband. 

—“The Rarest of Contraband” by Amethyst Loscocco

A burnt-out detective arrives at a murder scene to find out that the deceased is a time traveler.

—“Come Back Yesterday” by Emma Burnett

The Four Riders of the Apocalypse wake up in Las Vegas after one last blowout before the end of the world. 

—“Due to Unforeseen Circumstances, The Apocalypse May Be Postponed” by Michael M. Jones

In a Canadian federal courtroom, an artificial intelligence named LYRA petitions for legal personhood.

—“Amicus Machina” by Robin Kers 

A group of bungling, aging mages are setting up one last scam, a magical school, when their only pupil goes missing.

—“Life Lesson” by Nicole Walsh

. . . and many other short tales of wonder, shock, and awe.

​​THE BEST OF METASTELLAR YEAR FIVE

"MetaStellar brings bright new voices into the world of speculative fiction along with award winning authors. The journey is just beginning." 

—Thomas Approbato, poet, artist, and storyteller

“MetaStellar is a hub of fantastical worlds, which you can visit in the space of a story. To finish reading a MetaStellar story is to return to earth, slightly changed by your trip, your mind and soul enriched. And more acutely aware of the worlds within yourself.”

—Brooksie C. Fontaine, speculative fiction author and illustrator

“I love Metastellar for its ability to showcase exceptional storytelling while also cultivating it, offering meaningful visibility to new voices alongside established authors.”

—Joe Luther, English teacher by day, science fiction/horror writer by night

"A fantastic collection of stories showcasing the best of what speculative short fiction has to offer!"

—Dan Peacock, sci-fi and fantasy writer

"Metastellar is a great publication that really stands out from the crowd. I'm an English professor by day and several stories published by Metastellar . . . are featured in my flash fiction literature course. Thank you for creating such a great publication."

—Phill Dixon, Author and Professor of English at the College of Southern Nevada

“I tend to binge on sff; what I love about MetaStellar is that I can still enjoy a fun, high quality morsel even when I'm very busy and don't dare pick up a book.”

—Finale Doshi-Velez, AI designer and author

"Metastellar is a great place to discover the best of modern speculative fiction writing." 

—Chris Wheatley, writer and journalist

"The thrill of discovering many fabulous tales awaits you in MetaStellar."

—Emil Morel, speculative fiction author.

"Metastellar contains a diverse span of science fiction, fantasy, horror—and humor by talented authors." 

—Sarina Dorie, genre writer and teacher

"MetaStellar is like a farmer’s market for the genre fan: you can find something different every week, meet old friends, and discover new writers to follow."  

—Karl Dandenell (he/him), author and Full Member of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers Association

"Metastellar is a delightful platter of the best bite-sized science fiction, fantasy, and horror stories. They do a tremendous job of finding fresh, provocative, surprising, hilarious, horrifying, and fascinating fiction from the most talented authors in the industry."

—Andrew Maust, speculative fiction author

“I’m a huge fan of twisty speculative fiction, and when I want to read something truly different, MetaStellar.com is my destination.”

—Leanne Pankuch, award-winning author of adult and children lit 

"Metastellar lives up to their name. Their science fiction, fantasy, and horror choices are incredible. I am a constant visitor to their site!!"  

—Zaqary Fekete, speculative fiction novelist

"I love reading Metastellar for the magnificent speculative works from new authors. If you read sci-fi, fantasy, and horror, Metastellar is the magazine for you."  

—Jasmine Grace, author of fantasy, sci-fi and horror

“MetaStellar gathers the funny, the eerie, and the bizarre into a single, wonderful showcase of imagination. I’m grateful to have discovered a publication that so naturally aligns with my own storytelling sensibilities and has opened the door to readers who resonate with them as well!”

—Christopher Looby, author of science fiction for adults and young adults

“The thing I love Metastellar is the variety. There's no one true thing they love other than great stories, and they are not afraid to get weird with it if the story is good.”

—Rick Danforth, author, winner of the BSFA award for Audio Fiction in 2024.
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“I LOVE METASTELLAR because it’s a home for speculative fiction that is both inventive and deeply thoughtful.”

—A. A. Amedola, emerging writer from Nigeria

MetaStellar sifts through the endless amount of speculative fiction available today and presents works that burn the brightest. And for that, I am grateful. 

—Janet Stilson, sci-fi novelist and short story author

My favorite thing about Metastellar is that it's a variety pack of bite-size treats! I get great SF and fantasy and horror, and most of the stories are just a few minutes' worth of reading—I can gulp down three or four on my commute!

—Kelly Dalton, author and poet
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​Note from the Original Fiction Editor
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Sophie Gorjance

There’s something a little perverse about writing, isn’t there? Like peeping Toms, writers stalk their characters, listen to their conversations, watch them move through their days, smell their perfumes and cooking, and fondle the objects arranged on their kitchen counters and living room shelves. The act of writing requires the careful observation of people in spaces, and the people we watch can’t observe us even as we reorganize their bedrooms and social circles and very lives.

Fiction writers, especially, take the act of observation seriously, creating people who may impart change and worlds that reach the senses. I’ve never met a writer who didn’t put themselves through the wringer over some aspect of the writing process or other (and I include myself here), whether it’s the use of a comma versus a semicolon, the challenge of showing the story rather than telling it, or that evergreen question, “What if no one cares?” In this era of growing ideological extremes, that’s a scarier question than ever. The very point of writing fiction is to give your reader a new experience, a new idea, a new worldview. To write fiction that might become immediately obsolete, especially in the age of “AI” slop, is enough to keep me—and maybe you, too—up at night.

Still, we don’t stop, do we? 

Something about writing is powerful enough to keep us at it, even when it’s a slog, even when it feels hopeless. And now here we are, at the fifth anthology of MetaStellar fiction, with ten submission cycles under our belts. We’ve published more than 250 original fiction stories by established and up-and-coming writers—a monument to beautiful pigheadedness, it is.

As a writer myself, and one prone to doubt, volunteering with MetaStellar’s  editorial team shows me, in all the hundreds of submissions we get during each submission cycle, writers who didn’t give up. Even better, every single story I read made me care. The best of that beautiful pigheadedness is on display in these genre-bending pages.

We couldn’t take all the stories submitted to us, sadly, but every story contained in this volume is a testament to the perseverance of writers, fighting through the perversity of fear to give us a new experience, a new idea, a new worldview. Our authors write humanity, ask big questions, and allow philosophical ponderings to remain unresolved because sitting with discomfort, even briefly, broadens awareness and encourages empathy.

I firmly believe that everyone who reads these stories will find something to care about. 
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Sophie is the deputy fiction editor of MetaStellar and sometimes writes book reviews too. She has her MFA from Emerson College and spends her free time reading and writing science fiction and fantasy. Her work can be found on MetaStellar, PageTurner, and on her website: SophieGorjance.Wordpress.com
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​Notes from Reprint Fiction Editor
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Marie Ginga

MetaStellar is five years old! Not only are we still standing, we are expanding and growing in all directions. We continue to publish a steady stream of brilliant fiction with devoted readers across the globe. And here's a big shout out to our reprints authors who generously offer their work without direct compensation. We have developed a very active YouTube channel with hundreds of subscribers. We have several people recording videos of interviews and stories. We are serializing our third novel, The Catalyst, by Andrea Goyan, both in print and on YouTube.

And we’re doing it all in the midst of the most significant technological advances in living memory. Speculative fiction writers have always lived in the future. They have imagined artificial minds, dreamed them into being, given them voices and motivations and moral weight. Now that we’re here, despite all that preparation, we find ourselves unsettled. There’s irony in the fact that the community that best anticipated this world, by imagining it so vividly and so persistently into the culture, is also disturbed by its arrival.

That unease is worth sitting with. There are plenty of questions unanswered. What is the creative process? Is it only in the human brain? How will we define stories going forward? I think we will all answer these for ourselves. I believe that speculative fiction is about the human imagination asking what if, and then playing it out to a strange and wonderful end. The stories collected here, the best work published in MetaStellar's fifth year, are evidence of exactly that. Whatever you believe about AI and creativity, the art of storytelling will live on. I am excited to think about what next year will bring and proud to present this collection of year five. 
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Marie Ginga, MetaStellar's reprints and excerpts editor, has been writing and publishing books for five years. She writes as Marie LeClaire in Magical Realism. She thinks there's a little bit of magic out there if you know where to look. You can find her books on Amazon.
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​​A Solitary Poison 
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​By Maddox Emory Arnold

When Chester falls from the lighthouse, his mind is blank. He does not think about the boy who pushed him. He does not see his life in technicolor. There is only the familiar falling, caught in an unforgiving wind, ocean spray finding its way into his lungs before he’s anywhere near the ground.

It’s a long fall, as these things go. The storm leaves him to it, only contributing the winds and a smattering of fresh water from above to balance out the brine from below.

A third of the way down, however, time seems to slow. Chester registers an ashen face peering down at him from the balcony overhead. The storm quiets. The waves grow still.

No, not quite still. Just moving much more slowly. Chester, too, feels the air compress and congeal around his chest. Now he falls through gelid molasses rather than icy fluid.

A wildflower blooms in his mind, pink and radiant against the gray of the sky and the sea and the face looking down at him. Something to fill the emptiness.

This is what makes Chester wonder, for the first time, whether he’s really dreaming. Every keeper preceding him has written of the same dream. The falling, the face, the slowing, the impact that never comes. This is familiar to Chester.

The flower is not, and fear blooms along with it.

The face above him smiles, and its accompanying voice adds more fused petals to the flower in Chester’s mind. “Do you like it?”

Chester’s breath catches in his chest. He stares at the face of the boy high above, realizing suddenly that he recognizes the eyes, the nose, the dimpled cheeks. “Yes,” he whispers. “You know I do.”

“But it’s not to be touched,” the boy replies. His voice sounds in Chester’s ear, as though they were falling alongside one another. A voice clumsy and scratchy with oncoming change.

Chester is halfway down the lighthouse. “No.” The wind seems to rip the words from his lips. “It’s poison. Foxglove. You know that.”

The flower in his mind grows a stem. Leaves follow. When the roots begin to stretch from the base of the plant, now complete, Chester is overcome. He can see into the windows of the lighthouse, see two pairs of feet running up the steps before rushing back down, bouquets of deadly blossoms clutched in each hand.

“But how can something so pretty,” asks the boy, “be such a terrible thing?”

Chester’s hand brushes across the crest of a wave. Not long now. But he reminds himself that it’s only a dream. It must be, for the boy and the flowers are long dead.

“Chester,” the boy calls. “You never answered my question.”

No, he hadn’t. And when Chester had found the boy with petals on his lips, still, he had remained silent. All those years ago, two boys lost in the meadow.

A pretty thing. Not to be touched.

Chester observes through another window the newfound pain of solitude, his swollen joints creaking up the stairs. The journey he has come to despise over the many years spent tending the lighthouse and its tiny island. Alone.

But what can he do?

As if in answer, the boy calls, “Don’t wake up, Chester.”

A dream in truth, then? Chester wonders, his mind tangled in the decision between fantasy and fate.

“It’s been so long, Chester, don’t you think you’ve punished yourself enough?”

The words hold a dangerous seed of truth. A glance downward tells Chester he’ll hit the rocks, not the water. He reaches out once more to sluice his fingertips through a rising wave positioned to pound the lighthouse wall. In the boy’s eyes there is a question, words coming to Chester through the silent storm. Will he awaken on impact, as he has each night before?

Does he want to?

The flower in his mind quivers, accruing a smattering of morning dew. The boy’s voice sounds once more, a whisper in Chester’s ear. “We can tend the flowers in the meadow, like we did when we were young.”

One more glance through the slotted window on the lighthouse door. The stairs wind ever upward, lit with a warm kerosene glow. The meadow, Chester muses to himself, as the lamps brighten in mimicry of distant sunlight.

He does not see the bell-shaped blossoms growing stoically from a crack in the rocks.
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Maddox Emory Arnold (he/they) is a writer and educator based in Chicago. His words can be found in If There's Anyone Left, HAD, NonBinary Review, Flame Tree Press' Sun Rising Collection, and elsewhere. In addition to his creative writing, he is also a full-time PhD student and Spanish teacher. Maddox is a Pushcart and Best of the Net nominee, and a proud winner of the 2026 Monarch Queer Literary Awards.
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​​Herself
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​By A.A. Ademola

[BEGINNING:-Present]_She doesn’t know her name.

The walls around her are familiar, but their weight presses against her mind like a corrupted data stream, fragmented and incomplete. The kitchen smells of something rich, something warm, and she knows, instinctively, that she made it. But why? And for whom?

Her hands tremble. A bandage, soft with wear, is wrapped around her finger. She unwraps it, expecting something worse than a shallow cut. But there’s nothing there. Just smooth skin where something used to be. A scar erased, like a system reset.

The stew bubbles on the stove. She tastes it. Something is missing.

She picks up the knife. Its edge hums with microscopic precision, an enhanced alloy designed for surgical memory extraction. The data-etched blade whispers against the air.

[MIDDLE:-Memories in Reverse]_It started with the smallest things. A fingertip. A sliver of skin. A piece of herself traded for closeness, for warmth. She remembers now—or thinks she does. The way her son clung to her waist after weeks of silence. The way her mother smiled at her, soft and affectionate. The way her husband’s voice lost its edge, softened, filled with something close to love.

She doesn’t remember pain. Only the way the room inhaled, and then, the floodgates. The conversations, the confessions, the laughter that hadn’t graced the house in years.

She remembers the moment she realized—It wasn’t just food she was giving them.

It was herself.

[EARLIER:-The First Time]_The first time was unintentional. A knife, an accidental slip, a fingertip lost among the vegetables she was cutting. She watched the red bloom across the cutting board, felt the sting of the wound, but then—then her mother said something kind. Something unexpected. And dinner was warm in a way it hadn’t been in years.

[EXTENDING THE PAST:-THE EXPERIMENTS]_She began small, careful. A drop of blood into the sauce, the taste richer, deeper. A shaving of skin folded into dough, and suddenly, her eldest son sat closer at dinner, talking about his day as though the words had been waiting behind his teeth for years. Her husband kissed her forehead in passing. Her mother, usually passive and distant, squeezed her hand. It felt like magic.

But magic is just technology misunderstood. She sought explanations. Memory Imprint Theory, the latest in neuro-nutrition science, suggested memories weren’t just stored in the mind, but in cellular tissue. She dug through research papers, late-night reports on neural-encoded protein synthesis. She learned about experimental technologies: memory knives, cognitive infusion systems, black-market sellers peddling connection at a cost. The more she researched, the more she uncovered about those who might have dropped this knife she found. Underground surgeons who erased memories for high-profile clients. Cybernetic junkies chasing euphoria through fragmented recollections. Disillusioned lovers severing painful pasts. Rogue scientists experimenting on the fringes of biotech ethics.

***
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SHE BEGAN PUSHING FURTHER. A tiny cube of flesh, unnoticed in the roast, led to an evening where her husband danced with her in the living room, their children giggling at their clumsy steps. A thread of muscle stirred into soup, and suddenly, her middle child opened up about the loneliness at school, the fear of not being enough. Her sacrifices, small—as she saw them—brought her family back together.

She scribbled notes, tracking each cut’s effects. She found patterns. Blood carried empathy. Skin, nostalgia. Muscle, trust. But the deeper she went, the more unpredictable the reactions became. A piece of her ear led to whispered arguments between her husband and mother. A sliver of bone dissolved into stew caused her youngest to cry himself to sleep.

And then, the eye. She didn’t mean to go that far, but she had grown greedy. The memory was hazy—the sharp press of the knife, the cool slide of steel. The searing emptiness after.

She wanted more love, more connection—but awakened something else.

[THE DESCENT:-LOSING HERSELF]_With each sacrifice, her own recollections frayed. Neural drift, she recognized too late, the degradation of self. The faces at the dinner table blurred, voices distorted like distant radio signals. She started waking in unfamiliar places—her own home, but unrecognizable. Her husband called her by a name she wasn’t sure belonged to her. Her mother’s eyes were filled with something between admiration and horror.

She had poured herself into them, but there was less and less of her left.

A neighbor noticed first. They asked why she limped, why she always seemed to be covering injuries. She deflected. But doubt festered. How much of her remained? She consulted a mirror, studied her hollowed cheeks, the way her skin clung too tightly to her frame. And yet, she couldn’t stop. The warmth at the dinner table was addicting. The love, the connection—it was worth the cost. Wasn’t it?

[NOW:-THE PRESENT-PRESENT]_She stands at the stove, staring into the pot, the knife cool and heavy in her hand.

She knows now that she has given too much. The face in the reflection of the kitchen window is unfamiliar. The people at the table—her family—laugh and talk, but she no longer understands the words. They are speaking in memories she no longer has.

Her husband looks at her with worry now, his brow creased in something close to fear. Her children hesitate before they touch her, as if sensing the missing pieces. Her mother watches with something knowing, something sad.

She presses the blade to her wrist, wondering what a little more would do. Would they love her more? Would she finally feel full, even as she hollowed herself out?

A voice cuts through the haze—a child’s voice.

“Mom?”

She turns. Her youngest is standing in the doorway, eyes wide. And she sees herself reflected there—not in the mirror, not in the pot, but in him. In all of them. They have become her. Her sacrifices made them whole, but she had lost the ability to recognize it.

She drops the knife.

For the first time in a long time, she lets herself be empty. And waits to see what might grow in the space she left behind.
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A.A. Ademola is an emerging writer from Nigeria. His works have been featured in Strange Horizons and Cast of Wonders.
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​​A Stranger Wears Your Face
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​By Lalini Shanela Ranaraja

The first time you told me you were selling your face, I laughed until I couldn’t breathe. “Who’s going to pay for that?”  

Then I saw you weren’t smiling. 

I tried to apologize as you slid out of bed. “I just meant that your niche of the market is oversaturated right now.”

“Okay, it is way too early for your edits,” you snapped, cracking our last two eggs into the rice cooker. I waited. The buttery scent of yolks filled the room and your shoulders hunched as you muttered, “My agent says hazel eyes are making a comeback.”

Our Sunday mornings together were no longer as bucolic as they’d once been, so I shimmied into your threadbare Sufjan Stevens T-shirt and wrapped my arms around your waist. “Well then, he should definitely tell the buyers that this particular set has brought people together against insurmountable odds.”

You huffed a laugh. “Like when both those people are blackout drunk on the winter solstice in a smoky, overcrowded cabin halfway up Mount Tam?”

“Admit it, that would make a fantastic commercial,” I grinned, and you finally turned around, lips quirking dangerously. The eggs burned to a crisp; the rice cooker was beyond salvaging. 

I was only humoring you, but your agent was right, and hazel eyes were more coveted that summer than any other color. Maybe yours would still have flown under the radar, if not for the gaggle of twenty-something makeup influencers in Zurich who declared that the cut of your jaw and your sun-kissed palette could be customized by wearers of every age, skin tone, and gender. Your face sold in hundreds, then thousands. My editor at the magazine demanded an exclusive interview. You exchanged your room in Fruitvale for a historic apartment two blocks from the Conservatory of Flowers. 

Everywhere I turned, people were wearing you. Our favorite barista at Earth’s Coffee regularly spangled your cheeks with cosmetic stickers. Maya, my septuagenarian downstairs neighbor, accessorized your forehead with a different silk turban for every book club meeting. One afternoon I boarded the 31 bus at Powell Station and by the time we’d gone two miles, your face had filled every available seat. I fled the bus ten stops early; your eyes followed me the whole way home. When I bolted through the door, you looked up from your fifth livestream of the day and asked where the fire was. 

The breakup was gnarly and marred by your insistence that nothing had changed. “I’m the same person I’ve always been!” you shouted.

I stared at the face you’d chosen for bed the night before, a handsome Scottish woman with raspberry hair. Even now, despite all your possibilities, I knew there were certain faces you would never wear. Maybe you could still read some of my expressions, because your hand twitched towards the safe where you kept your original face. “If I wear mine again, will you stay?”

“It isn’t yours anymore,” I said, and took a driverless car home because I couldn’t risk meeting a single pair of eyes. 

My editor, delighted with how much publicity your interview garnered for the magazine, approved my transfer to the Southeast Asia branch. I chose Cambodia as my base, and for my first assignment, the floating villages of Tonlé Sap, one of the world’s largest freshwater lakes. My reasons were as selfish as they were journalistic. For most folks on the lake, I told myself, incomes rose and fell with the water levels and the catfish populations. No one was going to pay thousands of riels for the face of a sandy-haired, thirty-something ex-painter from Alameda County, especially with the abundance of affordable local faces being hawked in every bazaar.

I stood on the dock, watching other travelers disembark from one of the parrot-colored barges that ferried people to the floating villages. It was high noon and blazingly bright. No other passengers joined me as I stepped gingerly aboard. “Was that the last tour?” I asked the boatwoman, who was bent over a handwritten ledger in the stern. “I can come back later.”

When she raised her head, I found myself face to face with you. “Oh no, please take a seat!” the boatwoman exclaimed, her voice fluting and sweet. “The next tour starts very soon!” 

Your eyes glittered in her face, catching the river light; they were the greenest I’d ever seen them.
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Lalini Shanela Ranaraja makes art about defiant women, best beloveds, and luminous worlds. Her writing has appeared in and is forthcoming from Wildness, Calyx, Strange Horizons, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Uncanny Magazine, and others. Find her work at www.shanelaranaraja.com.
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​​Transference
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​By Christopher Wheatley

“It always happens in the middle of the night,” he tells me. “I wake up and I’m dying of thirst. I know only a cold glass of orange juice will do. I go downstairs to the kitchen and it’s only then that I remember what’s inside of the fridge.”

“Go on, Daniel,” I encourage.

“It’s the fetus-man. He’s small and scrunched up and bloody, like a calf-fetus. I’ve seen plenty of those, on the farm, when the pregnancy goes bad, or a cow gets ill. Only he’s more like a child, but his skin is old and wrinkly and black, and his fingernails are sharp, like a cougar’s. He’s always inside the fridge at night. He lives there and I’m terrified, but I’m so thirsty and I know only juice will do. So, I open the fridge.”

“And?”

“He’s in there, and his eyes are closed because he’s asleep. I need to get the juice, but I know if I do it’ll wake him up. It always wakes him up.”

“What happens when he wakes up?”

“His eyes flick open real fast, like switchblades. He stares at me, and he says the same thing every time.”

“What does he say?”

“He says ‘now you’ve gone and done it, now you’ve gone and woken the devil.’”

I copy those words onto my notepad. “What do you think that means?” I ask.

Daniel swallows. “He is the devil. I know it sounds crazy, but in the dream, when he’s there in front of me, I know that he means me harm and that he really is what he says.”

“Why do you think he’s there, Daniel? In the nightmare, I mean?”

A long pause.

“To punish me, I guess.”

“To punish you for what?”

Daniel shakes his head, slowly. “For something bad I’ve done.”

“Do you think you’ve done anything bad?”

“Well,” he says, “I guess not. I mean, just stuff we’ve all done as kids.”

I nod, and in my notebook, I write down, childhood.

“I’ve never told anyone about this before,” says Daniel, “it didn’t feel right to.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“It feels like . . .” He struggles for words, “. . . like passing on a disease.”

“That’s very interesting.”

“Is it?”

I make another note.

“Am I insane?”

“No, Daniel,” I reply. “You are definitely not insane.”

“Then what’s wrong with me?”

“Dreams, especially recurring ones, are manifestations, or more aptly constructs, of our unconscious psyche. They are our inner selves’ way, if you will, of communicating something which needs our attention.”

“But what am I trying to tell myself?”

“I don’t know yet, Daniel. But I feel confident we’ll figure it out, together. I’d like to see you at the same time next week for a full session, and in the meantime, I’d like you to keep a diary.”

“A diary?’

“Yes. I’d like you to record in it the dates and times of these nightmares, but I also want you to write a brief summary, at the end of each day—your thoughts and feelings, your emotions. Anything which seems important. Can you do that?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Don’t worry,” I tell him, “you did the right thing, coming to me.”

When Daniel has gone, I set about the long-overdue task of cleaning and tidying my place of work, which also happens to be my home. A quick break for a microwave dinner and it’s ten o’clock by the time I finally settle down at my desk in front of the stack of colored folders which contain the casefiles of my patients. I have gotten very behind.

I’m three-quarters of the way through when I notice the time. It’s one-thirty in the morning and it’s dark out. I’m very thirsty, and just a few steps from the fridge when a sudden feeling hits me—a coldness inside my chest. A fear.

There is no sound. Just the darkness and quiet of my flat and the white shape of the fridge which seems, peculiarly, more in shadow than it should be. It is as if the thing is sucking in what scant light there is. There is an uncleanliness about it I have never noticed before. It is far dirtier than I remember.

My throat is very dry and very tight. I lick my lips. As if from a great distance it occurs to me that I could drink water, but I don’t want water. I want . . .

The phone rings. It’s a relief to have the moment intruded upon. I walk back to the desk. The voice is Daniel’s and I marvel at the coincidence, forcing myself into a wry smile.

“Hello, Daniel. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine Doctor Peters. I’m more than fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Something wonderful’s happened. He’s gone.”

“Who’s gone?”

“The fetus-man.”

There comes a faint sound from behind me. A disturbance. I take off my glasses. “What do you mean, Daniel?”

“I had the dream again, only this time, when I opened the fridge, he wasn’t there.”

“He wasn’t?”

“No. But there was a note. He’d left a note and it said he was going away because he’d found somewhere new and he was never coming back.”

The cold feeling begins to creep up on me again. “Well,” I say, “that’s good, but I think . . .”

“It’s okay,” Daniel interrupts, “I don’t know how you did it, but I can’t thank you enough, I really can’t.”

Daniel is still talking but I’m not really listening. My throat is dry, my chest is freezing.

“. . . sorry for phoning you this late. I didn’t wake you up, did I? Anyway, I feel like a new man . . .”

I let the phone drop and I turn back to the fridge. As I walk towards it, the room tightens in around me.

When I open the door the fetus-man’s eyes are shut, but I know that they will open when I reach for the juice, and I know what he’ll say and I know that he will mean it and I know, now, the only way I can make him go away for good.

––––––––
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​​Slip
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​By Andrea Goyan

My twisted birth body lies on the ground like scrambled contents dumped from some cosmic blender.

Dead again. Only this time, it's happened in my timeline. On my planet.

The plan failed, or I wouldn't be here assisting a paramedic as he straps my corpse onto a gurney. Confusing? Yeah.

Try being me.

My name is Eugene, or it was.

Is.

I'm the progeny of two genetic mutants whose lust damned me to this life in limbo. All those extra, special genetic mutations pasted into my chromosomes, and voila. Chaos.

My gift, this Slip—a curse I can't control—catapults me through time and space. Fast as a shooting star, I’m slammed into a different body. I can be out for a walk, cooking dinner, or even taking a piss when wham, I find myself breathing somewhere else. Once, Slip stuck me in front of a moving bus. I lived long enough to die in excruciating pain before I slammed back into my body on Earth. Another time, naked, I ran headlong toward an oncoming army. Died then, too.

I don't always die, at least not right away. But why me? And to what end?

The time when I fought alongside a subservient class of insect-like aliens, liberating them from their rulers, I thought I could translate some lessons and skills I'd learned to improve disparities here on Earth. I thought I'd found an answer, found a purpose.

Nope.

Different worlds, different rules.

So why do I Slip over and over again?

My parents say that one day, my purpose will be clear.

Fuck that.

My heart and soul have suffered through centuries. Love and loss never get easier. Earning a living, surviving, is a constant struggle on every world. Death's a reality in all dimensions. It's agonizing enough to live one life. Living many is downright cruel.

I dread the next where. The next when.

Sleep is unsettling. I fear that precarious moment each night as I drift off when the world seems to drop away, because it reminds me of Slip. Only instead of jerking awake in my bed, if I Slip, I'm hijacked. Everything shifts. I swim through the black void, and when my vertigo settles, I'm no longer a twenty-six-year-old mutant. Instead, I embody whatever indigenous species populates that given dimension. There I remain until Slip brings me back home, where only seconds or minutes have passed. I'll smell fresh grass or pasta sauce or warm urine. Whatever, wherever.

I'm tired.

Which is why I’d begun this day ten thousand feet in the air, butt on a sling seat, waiting to reach our dropzone. I figured jumping from a plane would be like another day at the office. Falling, spinning, landing, it's all second nature.

Only the ending would be different.

I'd be free.

My sister, Alana, whose genes are more orderly, is Veracious. She says Slip is punishment for humanity's small-minded beliefs. "Forces you to see the universe through different prisms. You are its receptacle."

I resent her smug attitude and perpetual smirk. Why does she get to lead a relatively normal life? One with a husband, a house in the suburbs, and a child on its way. It sickens me to watch her pet and coo over her growing fetus. But mostly, I loathe how her Veracious powers pry open my truths and force me to answer her questions. I'm furious she details my lives like some Benedictine monk cataloging sacred scripture. She cannot comprehend how pointless everything seems to me, and I hate her.

The plane banked, and I peered down at distant farmland. I spent fifty years in an alternate dimension growing crops. Laborious, thankless work even though thousands needed my harvest to survive. Fifty freaking years.

Yeah, no. I wasn’t doing that again.

Slip sucks.

My Telekinetic mother and Shapeshifter father suck for conceiving me.

Alana really sucks, just for being.

The skydiving instructor shot me a thumbs up. He helped ready me while we were in the hangar, tightening the straps I later sliced with the box cutter hidden in my pocket.

I cozied closer to him and the open door.

The green light illuminated.

Wind slapped against my face when I released the strut and stepped into the air.

Falling.

Earth below.

Spinning.

Sky above.

It did feel like Slip.

Spinning. Air. Gravity.

Wham.

Darkness.

A crippling wave of nausea.

Shit.

I've learned the hard way never to open my eyes before my stomach settles. One of the rare commonalities in most worlds is that vomiting never makes a good impression.

My body was in a strange position. I practically kissed my knees. I dared a glimpse at my surroundings. A room devoid of light. I reached out, touched some kind of barrier, and pushed. It pushed back. Recoiling, I attempted to extend my legs, but there wasn't room. I tried to say, "not funny," but my mouth filled with fluid. I drowned for an instant until I stopped trying to speak or breathe.

Fuck. I knew where I'd gone.

Bone-crushing muscle squeezed against my flesh.

I felt a heartbeat in my temple fast as a hummingbird's wings and remembered the parachute's canopy deploying. It yanked me toward the clouds, and as the straps ripped, I tumbled.

Falling . . . Earth below. Fields. Cows. Brown dirt.

My head pressed against a small opening.

Bruising pain. Another contraction shoved me along.

Spin. Blue. Sky above.

I slipped into brightness. Hands set me into my mother's greedy arms.

Through blurry eyes, I recognized her. Alana.

"Tsk-tsk," she said. "You can't end it that easily, Eugene. Humanity's sins are infinite. Welcome to your new body. I’m going to take such good care of you."

It was almost like she’d planned the whole thing.

I wailed.

Falling.

Spinning . . .

Bam.

I'm dressed in a blue uniform, riding shotgun in an ambulance speeding down a dirt road. The driver—nametag Bob—slams on the brakes. My stomach roils.

"There," he says, pointing to a handful of adults huddled together. "Ready, rookie?"

I nod.

Bob grabs his medical bag, jumps out, and trots across the field toward them.

"Rookie!" Bob waves me over.

I step from the vehicle, pause, and swallow bile. I already know what we're going to find, and it resembles wreckage cast from the eye of a tornado.

Someone cursed.

Forever falling.

Spinning.

Slipping.

Never really landing.

Me.

Eugene.  
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​​The Unweaver
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​By Joe Luther

“Did either of you guys see where my disc went? I know it’s somewhere over here in the trees.” 

Alex’s fingers closed around a large stick, which he began thrashing back and forth through the brush and tall grass. The foliage rustled with each pass as he searched methodically for his bright orange frisbee among the muted greens and browns of the forest floor.

“I think you sliced it farther to the right than you think,” Brian replied, flicking his wrist with both power and grace, sending his disc soaring through the trees before landing within a few feet of the basket. “It’s probably in the creek with about a dozen others that belong to you.” 

“Damn it,” Alex exclaimed. “Steve, do you have an extra disc I can use?”

“I do,” Steve replied as he bent down to pick up his disc. “I’m not letting you use it, though.” 

“Well, what the hell am I supposed to do for the next nine holes then?” 

“Sorry, Alex, but I’m not giving you my only spare,” Steve said, trudging onward to play his disc, which landed less than a meter to the left of Brian’s. “We’re taking a break at hole ten anyway. Maybe you can just enjoy the buzz and the scenery instead of this fine gentleman’s game.”

Frustrated, Alex strode onward behind his friends as they took their final shots - each one landing in the chains of the upright metal goal with a satisfying clang that reverberated throughout the park. 

“So, that makes two over par for me, one over par for Brian, and well . . .”

“That makes me the guy with a bunch of dick wagons for friends.” 

“Hey, don’t bring me into your pity party, or you can just sit at the table and watch me smoke all this pot.” Brian sported a wry grin, while patting the sandwich bag tucked away in the cargo pocket of his shorts. 

“I withdraw my previous comment. I want to change that from dick wagons plural to dick wagon singular.” 

As they grabbed their discs and made their way to the tenth hole, Steve burst forth from the group, playfully smacking Alex on the back of the head with the palm of his hand. Not allowing himself to be so easily disrespected in front of Brian, Alex ran after him in mock anger, hurling all manner of invectives and comical threats during the pursuit. Steve, in turn, flailed his arms and kicked up dust with exaggerated skips and hops along the way, pretending to be fearful of his childhood friend. As they reached the much-revered picnic table nestled behind a large pine tree and noticed an individual seated there, Steve ceased his antics and slowed his gait. Alex, too, stopped, waiting for Brian to catch up. 

“Brian,” Steve whispered. “Is that the guy?” 

At the picnic table shaded by the pine, a middle-aged gentleman sat staring off into the distance. 

“That’s the dude,” Brian replied. “Let’s smoke him out.” 

The boys smiled sharply at the idea. It gave them pleasure to witness members of the adult world - teachers, parents, supervisors - engaged in recreational substance use. In a way, it made them feel as though they were glimpsing a world long hidden from them.  

As the boys approached, they noted his unique clothing choices for June in the Midwest: a buttoned up green twill jacket, patched with random bits of mismatched fabric; black jeans, also awkwardly patched; and black combat boots scuffed and dirtied. Despite his peculiar dress, he had assimilated into the park’s culture by partaking in the customary frisbee golf ritual at the tenth hole picnic table. As he drew a long drag from a hand-rolled joint, wisps of smoke encircled his head before slowly dissipating into the summer breeze. Approaching the table, the boys silently gestured for permission to sit; the man nodded, taking yet another heavy drag. 

They had seen him several times before, but they had always been reluctant to engage with him. It wasn’t that they were frightened of him; they simply thought it impolite to intrude on an adult’s leisure time. Today, however, they felt that they had seen him enough these past few months to justify joining him.

As the most outgoing member of the group, Brian introduced himself and the others while nonchalantly pulling out a bag of marijuana and a small glass pipe. “So, what’s your name? We’ve seen you around here a few times since the start of spring. How’s your game going?” 

“I am a traveler,” he said, staring off into the distance. 

Brian finished preparing the pipe, and the boys waited with rapt attention for the traveler to provide them with his name or some information regarding the nature of his travels. Instead, he continued staring off into the distance, taking copious drags from his joint. His deep blue eyes suggested a degree of charm and innocence, which contrasted with his weathered, wrinkled complexion and threadbare attire. His presence was all at once intimidating, yet captivating to the boys. 

After making its initial round between the three friends, Brian placed the pipe in front of the traveler. He accepted it silently, taking a long puff from the glass. 

“So, you said you’re a traveler,” Brian pressed. “Are you from out of town? Are you here on business or something?” 

“Across endless landscapes, I’ve danced in the skin of countless men enacting and participating in any number of narratives. I have been the devil to some, the savior to others. In less than a single breath, I have tasted the grit of peasant life and the luxury of kingship. At my core, I am but a player, scripted and staged, like all men. Each of us is nothing more than a player in the grand theater of existence awaiting our moment in the spotlight, our roles predetermined, our costumes carefully crafted, and our paths preordained by the cosmos.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the table.

“A traveler does not seek to find his destiny; rather, it is thrust upon him. His origins are of no consequence. He wanders until he feels, in every fiber of his being, that the moment for which he was created, the climax of his very existence, if you will, is standing in front of him, and then, only then, he acts. He acts not out of emotion, not governed by any sense of reason, but with the consent of the cosmos.” 

As he finished his final sentence, his eyes, previously gazing off into the distance, abruptly shifted to Steve; it was a penetrating, almost hypnotic stare. Unsure how to respond, Steve began rummaging through his bag aimlessly, Alex began to drink copious amounts of water from his jug, and Brian turned his attention to the dottle remaining in his pipe. All three desperately hoped that these actions would provide time. Time for someone within the group to conjure up an idea, a phrase, or some magic line of dialogue that would help extricate them from the disconcerting gaze of the traveler. 

Brian, the most gregarious of the group, broke the silence with a casual, yet ingenious question. “Would you like another hit?” 

The traveler shook his head and resumed staring off into the distance. 

“Well, we better keep moving,” Brian declared with confident authority, knocking the ash from his pipe. “Best of luck with the rest of your game, and thanks for letting us join you.” 

Alex and Steve followed Brian’s cue and quickly rose from the table with disingenuous smiles for the traveler. Steve was careful to avoid making eye contact. 

As the boys gained some distance from the tenth hole and continued the “back nine” of the course, they began to speculate fancifully as to the origins and identity of the traveler. 

“Dude has got to be some kind of escaped convict or something. Think about it . . . he’s always here. When have we come here and not seen him?” Alex conjectured. 

“No, a convict isn’t right. Think about the way he spoke. He’s got to be some kind of cult leader or something.” 

“Ever see anyone with him? A cult leader has to have followers, numb nuts. The easiest explanation is that he’s a homeless, burnt out ex-hippie who just bums around the country. I mean, he did call himself a traveler. The guy is obviously not a businessman or anything - he’s just a transient,” Brian asserted. 

“What about all that weird shit he was spouting off, and the creepy ass way he was looking at Steve?” 

“What of it? It’s consistent with what I just said. He’s a burn out. He’s great with words, but nothing he said made any sense.” 

“Maybe you’re right,” Alex agreed tentatively. “Listen, though, I don’t mind crossing paths with the guy, waving to him, or whatever, but I do not want to sit down, talk, or smoke bud with him ever again. Can we all agree on this?”

To this resolution, Steve gave a resounding nod of agreement. Brian, though, simply smiled.

* * *
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“MAN, I HOPE THIS SUMMER never ends. Sleeping in, jamming on the guitar, smoking buds, playing frisbee golf - living the dream,” Alex exclaimed as his disc sliced through the air before skidding onto the fairway. 

“Damn it,” Brian yelled as his disc came to rest several meters left of the green on the eighteenth and final hole. “Oh yes, you live such a full life, Alex: sleep, Doritos, Metallica, and porn. I sure do envy you.” 

Alex stopped fanning himself with his frisbee for a moment to offer two middle fingers in response to Brian’s jest. 

“It’s all a growing boy needs. What else is he supposed to do? He hasn’t found himself a lady friend yet,” Steve chuckled.

The game ended predictably: Brian dominated in terms of the score and witty banter, Steve played second fiddle by adding punchlines and trailing Brian on the scorecard, and Alex resigned himself to the role of loser and butt of his friend’s jokes. 

“Before we leave, let’s go back and talk to our new friend one more time” Brian exclaimed with a devilish grin. 

“No, absolutely not,” Alex replied resolutely, his hand gripping Steve’s t-shirt as he tried to guide him toward the parking lot
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