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Kind Words from Readers

For “Polyphemus”

“I could not resist this story….Anaxagoras succeeds on several layers in this alluring piece.” — Myna Chang, Flash Roundup, May 2025

For “Farrell Jenkins”

“A reminder that magic still exists in the world, regardless of how old you get or serious your demeanor… It’s a lovely story.” —Charles Payseur, Locus Magazine.

For “Five Dispatches”

“This a haunting and creepy tale. The first person narration as a transcript of a recording is highly effective at putting us deeply into the story and helping us to see and feel what the narrator experiences.” —Howard G. Cornett, My Reading Life

For The Tower:

★★★★★ “It’s spooky, it’s funny, it’s heart-warming, it’s creepy, it’s thrilling, it’s scary, and it’s so much fun!” — Amazon Reviewer

★★★★★ “Great characters and characterization, a deep and disturbing mystery, and good narration make this a winner.” — M.E. Garber, Author/Goodreads

★★★★★ “The book is full of suspense and adventure that will keep you enthralled until the ending that you won’t see coming.” — Leah Orr, Author/Goodreads
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Introduction

Around this time in years past it’s been customary to create an “eligibility post” to let readers—particularly members of genre fiction organizations—know which of my stories are eligible for award consideration. Sometimes this takes the form of a small graphic on social media. Sometimes it’s a much more involved blog post. You’ve probably seen them. You’re probably sick of seeing them.

Self-promotion for any writer is often difficult. It feels icky. No artist wants to seem blatantly commercial, or appear to be in it just for the glory—as if such a thing were possible for short-story writers anyway. But I do wonder if one more Canva card on Bluesky is going to rise above the noise in any significant way.

This year has also been full of creative highs and lows for me—as many years are—and the lows especially have prompted me to look more closely at why I write, what it means to me, and what I really want out of it. I’m not opposed to awards—especially if they help a story find more readers and make new connections. I’d be delighted for the work to be recognized. But awards are not a reason to write. I don’t think anything I do outside the work itself is going to matter when it comes to recognition. And maybe it shouldn’t. Awards season easily becomes a distraction—if not an outright disappointment machine.

So what is this thing, this “Yearbook”? And what does it have to do with all of that?

This is a small archive of the stories I created this year. On the whole, it captures a moment in time and defines a creative season in my life. By gathering these works here, the year takes on a more defined shape and meaning. And I’m sharing it because you’re part of that. These stories are an act, or at least an attempt at, communication. This collection is my way of continuing the conversation.

There are practical reasons for this yearbook as well. Though many of my stories are freely available online at the moment, the digital landscape changes quickly. Links break. Information can evaporate in a puff of photons. So I’ve brought all my creative work “home”, as it were, for safekeeping. (One story remains as an excerpt due to exclusivity agreements. And my audiobook novel is too unwieldily to include in full. Links to both complete pieces are provided.)

Writing is a solitary act and I’m not complaining. I enjoy it. I really do. In the beginning, I write for myself—not for the market, not for what I think I can sell, or even what I imagine a reader might want. I write because I’m angry, fascinated, or in love with an idea. I write to circle a question. I write to find out what I think. That’s where it starts, and so each piece in this collection is introduced with a short note about what I was wrestling with when I wrote it—the emotional spark behind the story.

But for me, at least, a story isn’t finished until it has been received. No one enjoys shouting into a void. I want to know, even in some small way, that I’ve made a connection, or started a conversation, or provoked a thought. Until then, a story feels like unfinished business. Which is why I want to say thank you for spending time with my work. You are an essential part of the process.

So please enjoy these stories, and if something strikes a chord, I would love to hear from you. We can continue the conversation on Bluesky, through my newsletter, or an email.

And now, the stories of 2025…


—David Anaxagoras





The Last Time I Went on a Prowl with Farrell Jenkins

awards eligibility—short story: sfwa, hugo, locus

First published in Worlds of Possibility, April 2025 (Version One)


I’ve always been fascinated by wild or feral kids as characters. Kids who don’t fit the mold or slot easily into the system make for the best stories. And I’m a cat person—I grew up with seven cat siblings. My cat Alex, named after the computer in a Bionic Woman episode, lived to be twenty-three. It seems inevitable I’d write about a catboy at some point. For me, Farrell is that friend who gloms onto you for reasons you’ll never quite understand, and whose curiosity, wildness, and energy pull you a little farther out of your shell than you’d normally dare to go. My own childhood best friend didn’t talk to fireflies (that I know of), but he did have thick black hair, a lithe athletic frame, and an infectious love of life. He was a better friend than I ever deserved, and I think of him often when I’m writing about friendship. I hope you’ve been lucky enough to have a friend like that. If not, I’m happy to share Farrell with you until one comes along. —DA



farrell jenkins speaks the secret language of fireflies. He’s perched on the thickamore just outside my bedroom window talking to one now. You probably want to know what a thickamore is. A thickamore is that thick branch of the sycamore tree that swoops by the window next to my tiny desk which had once been Mom’s vanity. There’s still a nearly empty tube of Fizz Cosmetics Moisturizing Grape Crush Lipstick rolling around in the back of one of the drawers. I’ve never been tempted to try it. Anyway, Dad came up with the thickamore thing and now we’re stuck with it.

Farrell holds his cupped hands under his mouth and flashes of green reflect on his pale chin. That’s how I know he’s holding a firefly. I’m trying to get my history paper done, the one I was supposed to be working on all week but didn’t start until tonight, but it’s hard to ignore a boy on a thickamore mumbling to a bug outside your window.

I very nearly typed my name on the title page when Farrell laughed and I looked up because I thought I had amused him somehow but he was sharing some private joke with the firefly. It floated out of his hands and drifted away.

“Oh. Bye!” Farrell said, and stood and stretched. Probably you’re wondering what Farrell looks like for some reason. He’s thin and tall for his age and oddly graceful which he has no right to be. His thick black hair is fun to put your fingers in. You probably should forget I said that. He has one bluish green eye, and one greenish blue eye. There’s a technical name for that but I can never remember what it’s called. Rumour has it he was raised by cats.

“What are you doing, Autumn?”

“I’m trying to do my homework.” I turned my chair sightly away from the window.

“I’m going on a prowl. Come with me!”

I wasn’t in the mood to go on one of Ferrell’s prowls, but I also wasn’t in the mood to work on this paper anymore. Farrell would wear me down eventually anyways.

“I’ll meet you downstairs,” I sighed, and reached up to close the window.

“It’s not a proper prowl unless you leave by the window,” he said. “No good prowl ever started out the front door.”

I pointedly closed the window. I don’t crawl out of windows for boys, not even one raised by cats.


• • •



There are two kinds of autumn nights. Too darned cold, and unseasonably warm. Tonight was the first kind. At least I had a sweater and a scarf. Farrell was barefoot, as usual.

“How come you never wear shoes? Aren’t your feet freezing?”

Then something struck me.

“Wait, where did you find that firefly? It’s not summer for months.”

“You’re losing your Wonder,” Farrell said, very matter-of-factly.

“I’m what?” I felt insulted, but I wasn’t sure why.

“Your Wonder. When you look at things in the world, you don’t seem so amazed.”

“You’ve got enough Wonder for both of us.”

“We have to take a shortcut; I want to show you something.” he said.

And so we prowled. Across a back alley where an old lady sold cabbages that had faces, down in the gorge where carnivorous plants uprooted themselves but kept their distance at Farrell’s hiss, past the orchard where some of Farrell’s cat brothers frolicked and chased after tiny glowing sprites stealing bites of apples, and through the dry cistern where the eggs of an ancient lake monster waited patiently for the water’s return.

We emerged into damp, salty air.

“We should be getting back.” I was tired and had second thoughts about turning in my paper late.

“Just up here,” Farrell said, and led on.

When we crested the bluff, I saw it hanging over the ocean, silent and still—a rainbow made from moonlight.

“Oh.” I felt electric. “Wow.”

Farrell beamed. “You won’t forget it, will you Autumn?”

“Are you kidding?”


• • •



The lunar rainbow night was the last time I saw Farrell. His goodbye gift. I’m angry he’s gone, and I miss him. Friends move, things change. I get it. Doesn’t mean I’m okay with it.

Tonight, the air is cold and dry and my lips are getting chapped, so yes, I’m wearing Grape Crush lipstick. I feel a little silly, but it doesn’t look terrible. I am sorry to say, however, that it doesn’t taste anything like grape soda.

Anyway, I should be doing my homework but I’m not.

I’m sitting out here on the thickamore.

I’m waiting for fireflies.




The Everlasting Wound of Polyphemus

awards eligibility—short story: sfwa, hugo, locus

First published in Factor Four Magazine, Issue 47, May 2025


In The Odyssey, Polyphemus traps Odysseus and his crew in his cave and devours them one by one. He was not a gracious host—it’s just terrible manners to eat your guests. But in Euripides’ The Cyclops, written centuries later, Polyphemus turns into something else entirely—a bumbling, self-pitying oaf, played for laughs. I’ve always felt a little protective of him. Going from terrifying to ridiculous is a rough fate for any character. I suppose I’ve always had a soft spot for outsiders—even montrous ones. We all know what it feels like to be on the outside looking in. I’m not likely to eat my houseguests, but I can understand the impulse to push people away even when part of you is desperate for their company. So this story is for the wounded outsiders: the ones who need connection but can’t quite accept it yet—even when it’s staring them right in the eye. —DA



the museum warehouse was more than ample space for Polyphemus, and he could make it a true home with just a little effort. That’s what Gale, his social worker from the Department of Mythical Beings, said. She was helping him to settle in on his first night. She had found him the accommodations and even miraculously parlayed it into a job doing heavy lifting for the museum, which seemed like a great fit if not for his blindness.

“You’re not blind,” Gale reminded him.

Pol adjusted the bandage over his single, large eye.

“Have you ever been stabbed in the eye with a sharpened, burning log?”

Gale didn't answer, but he heard the whisper of paper turning and the scratch of a ball-point pen, nearly out of ink.

Pol eased himself down on the floor and leaned slowly against the wall. He had learned to be cautious. Walls were likely to give way suddenly. The world had a habit of crumbling around him.

“Comfortable?” Gale asked.

He tightened his bandage. “They really don't mind if I stay here?”

“The museum is happy to have you. Spend the weekend getting settled in, and on Monday you'll be fresh and ready for your new job.”

“I don't see what good I can do.”

More whisper-scratching.

“What are you writing?” Pol asked.

“Documenting. It's what social workers do. Before I go, do you want to take your bandage off? Permanently?”

Pol shifted. The floor was hard. And the wall suddenly didn't seem so strong. Was it bending under his weight? He quickly sat up.

A warm hand fell on his knee. He hadn't felt a gentle touch in millennia.

“The doctor said you were healed, remember,” she said. “There's nothing wrong with—”

“I think you should go, now!”

Polyphemus had used his grumpy ogre voice. He didn't like that voice. But he also didn't like being told there was nothing wrong with his eye when there was definitely something wrong with his eye.

Gale's shoes clicked across the floor to the exit. She paused at the door a long time. Finally, she left.


• • •



Pol arrived at the museum with Aphrodite on his shoulder, one hand on her smooth marble hip to steady her.

The Director’s Assistant’s Intern led him to the new exhibit with her voice and Pol placed Aphrodite on her feet just where the Intern said. With a little encouragement he nudged her into exactly the right position, then brought three more statues.

“I see you're getting along.” It was Gale. He knew it was Gale before she spoke. She had a way of walking that wasn't rushed like the modern world. Her steps were heavier, deliberate. It reminded him of women he'd known long ago.

“Gale. I'm sorry about last week,” Pol said quickly.

“I forgive you, Pol. And I shouldn't have pushed you when you weren't ready.”

Pol inhaled. It felt like the first breath he'd taken since that night.

“You brought cold cuts,” Pol said, taking another sniff.

“I brought a whole picnic basket.”


• • •



Pol and Gale sat under a sycamore in the park. He could hear young children laugh-screaming not too far away. Three thousand years ago he'd have popped them into his mouth like grapes. He wasn't that guy anymore.

They ate in silence for a bit, then Pol asked, “Why are you so nice to me?”

“It's my job to take care of mythical beings.”

“Do all social workers take their clients on picnics?”

She stopped chewing. Wax paper rustled. She was putting her sandwich away.

“You're right,” she said, her voice even. “It's not appropriate. I seem to keep forgetting myself around you. It’s just that you’re a special case—”

“You mean hopeless.”

“Pol—”

“Because I'm an ugly brute.”

“Don't say that about yourself, Pol.”

“The last time I looked at anything with this eye, all I saw were men who hated me. I forged the thunderbolt of Zeus! I built the walls of Mycenae!”

“Is that why you won't take your blindfold off? So you don’t have to see yourself in their faces? In their fear?”

“All they see is a monster.”

“I don't, Poly.”

“Bah!” he said and stalked away.


• • •



Pol sat on floor of the museum, across from Aphrodite. She was marble, but she was the only woman close to his size he'd met in thousands of years. And she was a good listener.

“I cried out for my brothers,” he said. “Nobody came to help me. Do you know what it is to be injured and left alone in the dark?”

He held the nozzle of a box of wine to his lips and drained it.

“Pol?”

He jumped. How had he allowed Gale to sneak up on him? Stupid wine.

“Pol, don't get up. I just wanted to let you know I’ve been transferred out of Mythical Beings. Your new social worker will come by tomorrow to introduce themself. Goodbye, Poly.”

Pol had never been struck by Zeus's thunderbolt, but he was certain this is what it felt like.

Gale's footsteps echoed away. The air thinned, absent her presence. It was hard to even draw a breath.

Pol stumbled after Gale on his oafish legs. She was in the parking lot before he caught up to her.

“Gale, I—”

“Dammit, Poly! Look at me. I want to be seen. Don't you?”

Before he lost his nerve, he pulled his bandage away from his face.

Polyphemus opened his eye.

The world was a smear.

He fought to not close his eye again. It watered, but he kept it open.

Gale’s hands took his.

His vision shimmered. The smear became a blur, and the blur became a haze. His breath quickened.

“Why did I wait so long?”

Finally, the haze lifted.

What he found, sharp and clear, was love staring back at him with one large beautiful brown eye.

The eye blinked, and Gale smiled.

Trembling, joyful, Polyphemus said, “I see you.”




A Handwritten Message Hastily Scribbled by the Dead Traveler on Your Doorstep

awards eligibility—short story: sfwa, hugo, locus

First published on Bluesky, April 18, 2025, by the author.


I wrote this drabble (a story of exactly 100 words) during a daily “one page, no stopping” exercise. The prompt was simply “Write about a color,” and of course, I didn’t want to write about just any ordinary color. It remained in my notebook until years later when I read a Scientific American article about a newly discovered “impossible” color visible only under laser light. I remembered this piece and published it on Bluesky. —DA



not everyone can see the color fluum. It is the color of quantum foam before the big bang and has the power to undo creation itself. Humankind was never meant to see it and can scarcely comprehend it. Fluum is the color of a fallen angel’s regret. If you are one of the cursed who can see the color fluum, it falls upon you to defend all of existence from its madness. If you can read this message, know it is scratched in ink made from the ash of my burning bones. Know it is written in the color fluum.




Excerpt from Five Dispatches from Conflict Zone W-924B Regarding Post-Battle Deployment of A. Thanatensis

awards eligibility—short story: stoker, sfwa, hugo, locus

First published in Lightspeed Issue #183, August 2025


I wrote this story angry. Angry at the constant slaughter of children with guns—in warzones and in classrooms, in America and around the world. Angry at how quickly young victims are erased from our collective consciousness by a deliberate effort of government and media. I kept thinking about the Uvalde footage released with the disclaimer: “the sound of children screaming has been removed.” And about the parents who’ve had to describe, in unimaginable detail, what semi-automatic weapons did to their children’s bodies. I found myself wondering whether anything will ever change if we continue to shield ourselves from the reality of that violence. This story came out of that question. —DA



[inaudible] . . . but hopefully I’ve got the recorder working now. This is Dr. Nathaniel Letheford, Director, Alliance for Military Neutralization and Eradication of Sensitive Incidents and Atrocities. I have been inserted into conflict zone W-924/B for sample collection and field review of Amnemoriabacillus thanatensis. My pilot is dead. Transport destroyed. I sustained damage to my environ suit but have made repairs. Direct comm links are down, so I’m recording these dispatches and launching them via micro drone at regular intervals. I have five working drones.

[….]

I’m following the main road west, which should lead me to ground zero for the deployment of A. thanatensis and its first real-world application. The destruction in this zone is overwhelming. I’ve never seen such a complete deletion of infrastructure. Every bridge has fallen. Every building reduced to boulders and dust. Fighting in this zone has paused and most bodies have been cleared. Most, but not all. Even from this distance, it is obvious the deceased are mainly women, old men, and children. Many children.

Even after the bodies are buried, the pain for these people will continue. A casket hides a lot of crimes. Children buried without limbs. Skin blackened. Jaws, eyes, ears ripped away. A ragged hole where a face used to be. A casket doesn’t spare the first responders, the authorities who arrive late after the destruction, the body collectors, the embalmers. A child’s body done in by violence is an open wound in the world that can never be closed.

What if there were none of that? What if there were simply no body to collect? [….] We can finally forget. That’s the gift we are giving to the world.



Read the entire story free in Lightspeed.




Excerpt from The Tower

awards elegibility: stoker (middle grade novel), sfwa (andre norton award)

Original audiobook novel published by Recorded Books, March 2024.


Many threads came together in the writing of The Tower. I kept noticing how willing people were to shrug off the harm inflicted by megacorporations so long as they got a little convenience or comfort in return. The same went for government and other institutions. If you weren’t the one being harmed, what did it matter who was in charge or what they were doing? There was an illusion of safety, and a deep complacency beneath it. At the same time, I was thinking about the rise of toxic masculinity and how male heroes—especially in kid lit and media—were being portrayed. I wanted to offer something different, something that felt real and relatable. Kolby isn’t asked to “man up,” “get tough,” or endure an 80s-style training montage to become a hero. He isn’t secretly a wizard or a demigod. He’s an ordinary boy whose heroism comes from refusing to stop being his kind, caring, empathetic self, even in the face of overwhelming pressure. That’s the kind of boy I would have wanted to read about when I was twelve. And I hope he’s the kind of boy someone out there is still hoping to meet. —DA




Chapter One

He knew only three things.

One, his name was Kolby.

Two, he was 12 years old.

Three … three …



Chapter Two

Three. He was drowning on dry land.

The polished concrete floor was cold against his bare back. Kolby shivered and convulsed. His pale, naked body gleamed wet, and his chest burned with each breath. He turned to his side and coughed up water and mucus. It hit with a splat.

Max! His thoughts stirred slowly. Where’s Max?

He wretched again, and muscles in his stomach strained painfully.

Cough. Spit.

Too weak to wipe his mouth, even the air felt heavy on him.

Breathe, he thought.

Breathe.



Chapter Three

He hadn’t moved. The white room curved around Kolby, forming a perfect circle. The light was so bright he didn’t know if his eyes were open or shut, but there didn’t really seem to be a difference.

Other than himself and a single table that jutted from the wall, the room was empty.

His lungs rattled.

Cough. Foam. Spit.

In a moment he would have questions. Where was he? Was this a dream? What happened to his clothes? Why was he wet and his lungs full of water? Why couldn’t he remember anything?

Right now he was too busy trying not to drown to ask questions. He gulped air and tried to push himself up, but his arms trembled, and he collapsed. A wave of fatigue crashed over him, and he wanted to close his eyes and go back to sleep—if that’s even what he had been before. Back to sleep, or back to drowning, or back to not even existing.

A dark rectangle cut a break into the white—a door. Something flashed by. It took Kolby a second to work out what it was.

A girl.

His age.

Twin blonde braids started at her forehead and ran back over her head and hung down just below her shoulders.

Her eyes were fierce, like those of an athlete or a kickboxer.

Kolby opened his mouth to call for help, but his voice was a strangled croak.

Braids came back to the door anyway and gave a quick, confirming glance. Kolby covered himself with his hand. It took all his strength. She looked right through him. He might as well have been a houseplant or an ottoman or a carpet stain for all the concern he evoked.

She called to someone Kolby couldn’t see, with all the enthusiasm she might use to announce that she had found a wart on her foot.

“There’s a new kid,” she said.



Chapter Four

He must have faded out because Braids was suddenly standing over him as if she’d teleported.

“He’s all wet and gross. Someone else deal with him.”



Chapter Five

Kolby wasn’t aware he had opened his eyes again until a boy leaned into his field of vision. He was smaller than Kolby. His straight black hair was as glossy as volcanic glass and neatly parted down the middle. A smile beamed from his brown, friendly face, like a beacon from a lighthouse.

“Hey, what’s your name?” the boy asked in a raspy voice. His t-shirt and jeans were black like his hair.

Kolby paused. He almost said Max. He didn’t know why. It was a name floating in his head, but he knew his name wasn’t Max.

“You know, a name?” the boy continued. “Like, what do people call you? I’m Elías. Oh, you’re all scratched up there, does that hurt?” Elías tapped Kolby’s chest.

Kolby could barely focus his eyes on his chest. Whatever had happened, it didn’t hurt.

“You got no clothes on, but don’t worry, it’s just me here. Gen saw you, but she doesn’t care about that stuff and me neither,” Elías said.

Kolby had managed to forget his nakedness and now he felt like he was on display—but he was too wrecked to care. A dull throbbing behind his eyes sharpened. Elías talked too loudly. Elías stood too close. Elías crowded his vision. Elías gave him a headache and a stomachache and a whole-body ache and he wished he’d go away.

“Hey, hey, don’t go to sleep no more—”

“Kolby,” he said finally, cutting Elías off. “My name is Kolby. Got a towel or something?” His words slurred, and he was sure Elías wouldn’t understand him.

Kolby wiped his face and chest with the cloth Elías gave him and, after a struggle, managed to sit up and dry his legs. He swallowed hard as his head swam and willed himself not to vomit.

“There’s clothes in your room and other stuff too,” Elías said.

“I have a room?” Kolby winced. Every word stabbed behind his left eye.

Elías tugged at Kolby’s arm. He was too small to help Kolby up but, somehow, he got to his feet anyway.

Kolby wrapped the towel around his hips. Despite his slim build, the ends of the small towel didn’t quite meet and he struggled to hold the corners together with his fingers.

“Where am I?” Kolby asked, his voice still gravel.

“Oh, you’re tall!”

Kolby didn’t think he was especially tall. Elías came up to his shoulder. Perhaps Elías was short for his age—whatever age that was.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Gen says maybe ten, give or take.” Elías smiled big and pointed to a gap in his teeth. “See?”

Kolby wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be looking for. And was he supposed to know what “Gen” was?

“Where—” Kolby began to ask again.

Elías dashed out of the room. “The new kid’s alive, I told you!” He darted back in. “Come on, let’s go!”

Elías grabbed Kolby’s hand and led him out of the white room. They emerged into a corner where two long halls met, wide and dimly lit.

Whatever warmth Kolby had been regaining, the hard marble floor drained it right through his bare feet. He had to concentrate not to slip as he padded along, Elías leading him by the hand. Somehow, Kolby felt even more naked with the towel than without as it flapped open, threatening to expose him with each step.

Tiny spotlights in the ceiling highlighted large canvas paintings on the walls—brilliant and abstract splashes and splotches.

Kolby didn’t know what he was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

“Elías …”

Kolby was about to tell him that something was wrong with his memory, that not only did he not know where he was, he didn’t know who he was. But Kolby didn’t know if he should share that yet. What if that was a problem? What if he was broken in some way? What would that mean? What would they do to him? Would they … dispose of him? Maybe if he waited a little bit, his memory would come back. So instead, he asked, “What is this place?”

“You like the paintings? Quinn does them. I keep asking her to make me something cool, like Vikings chopping off each other’s arms and legs, but she said art doesn’t work like that. She has to paint what’s inside her, and it’s funny because the paintings definitely look like what’s inside her. Get it? Like, her guts and stuff. Get it?”

They had walked out of the gallery hall, turned right down another corridor, and were now in what must have been a corner of the building. Elías let go of Kolby’s hand and pushed open heavy double doors with a grunt. Kolby noticed Elías’s painted fingernails.

“Your fingernails match your hair.”

Elías held his hand next to his cheek. “They match my eyes, Kolby.”

They were indeed as black as his eyes.

“Anyway,” Elías continued, “this is your room. It’s kind of far from mine, but you came last, and I was here right after Gen. She was first and she acts like that makes her special, and I guess it does but not that much.”

Kolby thought he could guess who Gen was. Maybe the pecking order didn’t matter, but then why would Elías even bring it up?

He stopped just inside the door and stood on a furry rug that tickled his toes. The sensation was oddly assuring—it felt less like he was in a dream, somehow. On the opposite wall, windows stretched from floor to ceiling. Large shades were suspended over them—huge swaths of material, like the sails of a ship. They glowed with the light of the morning sun.

Kolby asked again, “What is this place?”

Elías giggled. “I said. It’s your room.”

The rest was impossible to take in all at once. A ladder led to a loft where a rope net hung in a corner between walls, spanning like a giant spiderweb high above the floor. It held pillows and giant stuffed animals. Kolby imagined it was either a place to lounge or perhaps it was meant to be his bed.

Slicing through the center of the room directly overhead was a clear plastic pipe maybe three feet in diameter. A stream of water rushed through it, sloshing wildly up the sides. Kolby was about to ask what it was for when a pair of tanned kids shot, screaming, through the tube, one right after the other, and disappeared through the other wall.

“That’s Quinn—the artist girl, remember?—and Quade. Twins. The waterslide goes all around. Don’t expect a lot of privacy.”

Kolby shivered. Even in the warmth of the room, he couldn’t shake the cold. “Did you say there were more towels or clothes or something?”

“Your lips are blue,” Elías said matter-of-factly. Kolby followed as he stepped through an archway into a slightly smaller room with rough stone walls and floor. “You can warm up in the steam shower if you want. Should be tons of towels in the warming drawers and clothes in the closet.”

“Where’s the shower?”

Elías giggled again. “You’re standing in it.”

So he was. The room was, in fact, a huge shower. The walls held an array of shiny chrome nozzles and dials. The pipework looked like it belonged on a fanciful submarine from a children’s book.

Elías paused as he opened the bedroom door to leave.

“See you later, okay?”

It was a moment before Kolby realized Elías actually expected an answer.

“Yeah. Okay.”

Elías nodded happily and left.

Kolby fiddled with the shower controls until all the nozzles fired full force and the entire bathroom was hot and steamy. The water stung his skin, and he felt life sinking back into his body—right through his muscles and all the way down into his bones. It felt so unexpectedly good to be warmed up, Kolby had to stifle a hitch in his throat. He wasn’t embarrassed to cry exactly but being in a strange place … he didn’t know who might be watching.

One of the pipes ended in a rainfall showerhead, and Kolby sat beneath it for endless minutes. He lost track of time and hoped the hot water would never run out.

It never did.

Eventually, Kolby turned off the showers and found giant, fluffy towels in a warming drawer nearby. He wiped the fog from a tall mirror and took a closer look at his chest. He traced his finger over three sets of long scratches. Thin but deep, they were red, puffy, and raw. And they were starting to sting, so he tried not to think anything more about them. Aside from the scratches, he looked much as he expected—too skinny, too pale, a permanent look of pinched sadness whatever his mood, and a mop of brown hair that constantly flopped into his eyes no matter how many times he pushed it away.

He pulled on knit boxer briefs (so soft and comfy), skinny black jeans (tight but weirdly comfortable), a heavy red t-shirt (warm but not restrictive) and matching Converse sneakers (but no socks, he didn’t like socks—was that something he remembered or was just rediscovering?). His clothes fit perfectly. Could they be his? From … before … and moved here?

He looked to his hammock/bed and considered a nap, but he wasn’t tired even though he should be exhausted after his ordeal. But aside from a slight wheeze and an occasional clicking sound inside his throat when he took a deep breath, he felt okay. He itched to find out where he was and what the heck was going on.

Above him, something rumbled. A smallish boy wearing bright blue boardshorts rocketed through the waterslide.

Kolby left his room and headed back in the direction he came, intending to retrace his steps, but got turned around and wound up wandering through the kitchen (which was dominated by three double-wide refrigerators and an upright freezer) and dining hall (which featured a dozen chairs set around a table made from the cross-section of some giant tree). He eventually stumbled into a cavernous living space. At the far end of the room, separated by a tinted glass wall, was an indoor swimming pool. A girl with frizzy red hair flew down the water tunnel above him, across the length of the room, and disappeared into the wall. A moment later, she exploded out of the end of the tube and into the pool with an ear-splitting shriek.

A trio of boys who might have been a year or two younger than Kolby played video games in a media center near the pool side of the room. The TV was nearly as big as the wall and various bean bags, chairs, and couches provided an endless choice of seating options. Something in the game exploded and a deep boom thudded in his chest.

“Hey!” Kolby barked. His voice echoed flatly off the walls.

No one turned. Kolby picked his way around the furniture and stood defiantly in front of the TV screen.

“Hey, whose house is this?”

The boys, who were all well-sunken into their seats and cushions, grumbled.

“You’re in the way!”

“Move!”

“Come on, man!”

Kolby wasn’t about to move until he got an answer. “Where are the parents?”

The boys erupted in laughter.

“Get lost.”

“You’re blocking the view!”

“If I die it doesn’t count.”

Kolby was so indignant a moment ago, but now he was confused. Was he crazy? Why wasn’t anyone at least curious about a strange boy who had just appeared in their home? And where were the adults?

“Well … someone lend me their phone, at least.”

A stocky boy with thick rectangular glasses stared at Kolby for a moment. He was wearing bright blue board shorts, and Kolby realized he’d seen him shooting through the waterslide a few minutes earlier. The boy, who Kolby found out later was named Roland, shook his head. “Too sad,” he said.

“I can’t deal.”

“I’m out.”

The boys peeled away from the couch and wandered off.

A small flame flickered in the center of Kolby’s brain. He didn’t know who he was (beyond his name) or where he was, and no one was helping. He balled his fists and marched toward the next closest kid—a young girl with long flyaway brown hair and pink pajama bottoms. She sat upside down in a big round bamboo chair intently studying a photo book about bats and absently chewing the top of her gray tank top.

“Hey—tell me where I am!” Kolby demanded. He stopped short, nearly crashing into the girl with the braids. She had dropped down on ropes from a climbing wall that arched above them, and which he had only just noticed.

“Leave Becca alone,” Braids said. “She doesn’t talk.”

Becca didn’t appear to notice either of them and continued looking at her book.

“Oh.” Heat pricked Kolby’s cheeks and neck.

“I’m not trying to be mean, I—no one will talk to me. I need to know where I am.”

Braids busied herself unhooking her rope and removing her gloves. “Knowing that won’t help like you think.”

“Just tell me what’s going on.” Kolby’s voice sounded more desperate than he intended.

Braids gave Kolby a hard look, as if she were deciding if he was worth the effort. She rubbed a bit of imaginary dirt off her elbow pad, ignoring Kolby for as long as she could.

“Let’s get it over with,” she sighed, resigned, and stalked away.

Kolby followed.



Enjoying this story? Listen to the complete audiobook of The Tower free with a 30-day trial of Audiobook.com.





Afterword

Thank you for reading this Yearbook and taking a little walk with me back though my creative 2025. As I said in the Introduction, stories don’t feel complete until someone else meets them, and I sure am glad you chose to spend your time with these.

If something here has stuck with you and you’d like to help it travel a little farther, there are a few ways you can help. You’re welcome to share this ebook with friends, share links on social media, or simply mention a story to someone who might enjoy it. If you’re a member of any speculative fiction communities, several of these pieces are eligible for consideration in 2025.

Here are links to the organizations involved, should you wish to explore them:


	Nebula Awards (SFWA)


	Hugo Awards


	Locus Awards


	Stoker Awards (HWA)




If you’d like to stay connected, I send out a monthly(ish) letter called Anaxagology with story notes and reflections on the creative life. You can read past issues or subscribe at:

https://davidanaxagoras.com/newsletter/.

However you choose to engage, thanks again for being part of this year’s work. If even one of these stories stayed with you, that’s already the best recognition they could ask for.
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David Anaxagoras is the author of middle-grade horror audiobook The Tower (Recorded Books). His short fiction has appeared in Lightspeed, Worlds of Possibility, Factor Four, and elsewhere. He created and co-executive produced Gortimer Gibbon’s Life on Normal Street, Amazon Prime Video’s award-winning coming-of-age series for which he received a WGA award nomination. He holds an MFA in screenwriting from UCLA’s School of Theater, Film and Television and currently resides in Texas (but not on purpose), where he writes full time, powered by cold brew coffee, 80s vinyl, and a healthy disregard for the impossible.

Visit David at this website davidanaxagoras.com or follow him on Bluesky. For more works by the author, check out his bibliography.
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