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A surgeon offers a pearl the size of a pinkie nail and calls it the empire’s
greatest biotechnical achievement, while elsewhere three aliens trade golden
petals across a negotiation table and a mother wakes to find a horned
changeling in the crib. A student engineers a human lab partner for a thesis
prize, a ghost rides shotgun from Arizona to Colorado at his widow’s barked
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command, and a band is hurried through industrial corridors to play for a king

who no longer has a face. Today’s shelf holds speculative, hybrid, experimental,

short, and flash fiction, though many of these pieces care less about inventing

futures than about testing what a body, a city, or a story can still hold. Some

stay under a thousand words; others build marshland marriages, refugee
platforms, and whole neural scaffolds. They take place in clinics, subway

stations, ticket kiosks, and haunted rooms, and they keep asking what changes

when the strange thing is already indoors.

All links in today’s edition were checked against the linked publication,
magazine, or publisher page on October 10, 2026.

Emily Y. Teng opens in a sterile room where a surgeon presents a
pinkish, milky droplet no larger than a pinkie nail and treats it as the
condensed genius of the Phoenix Empire. The narrator laughs at first,
then holds still while neuromesh grafts and spinal “wings” begin turning
a person into something that can interface with engineered dragons.
Teng braids childhood memory with later military spectacle: a mother
gripping her children during a soundless EM pulse-flare as a dragon
ribbon of silver and gold finishes a hare-shaped foe in contested space.
The pearl is both gift and sentence, unlocking prophecies for those who
excel and leaving others to watch the empire’s spirals of expansion
from below. The story moves between clinic, family, and the cold
arithmetic of who gets remade. It is military speculative fiction about



transformation, inheritance, and the claim that progress is never a
straight line.

Read “Dragon Pearl” at Uncanny Magazine

The Discovery Desk

Children of Calliope - Seanan McGuire

Seanan McGuire begins with book banners who, by accident and
insistence, turn certain ideas into things that can exist only if a child
meets them on the page. Control the reading list, the argument goes,
and you can manufacture a generation of compliant citizens who never
encounter the wrong books in the wild. McGuire follows what happens
when that fantasy of dominion meets the stubborn complexity of human
nature, and when the banned material finds other routes into a life. The
premise is satirical and exacting at once, treating censorship as a near-
religion with its own rituals of certainty. Characters move through a
culture that believes omission is protection. The story is speculative
social fiction about what reading does that no curriculum committee
can fully police.

Read “Children of Calliope” at Uncanny Magazine

Water-Eaters - Beth Goder
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Beth Goder’s Tabitha sits across from three aliens whose bodies
undulate like raindrops filled with chrysanthemums, petals pressing
against transparent membranes as they trade golden tissue mid-
sentence. Ulan-12 speaks in a voice like rushing water and asks whether
the Water-eaters may put their question now, while Tabitha forces
herself not to stare at the mesmerizing exchange. Negotiations are
nearly finished; humanity needs one urgent thing from the encounter,
and the xenoanthropologists will have to wait for religion, funerary
customs, and diet. Goder keeps the wonder close to the work of
diplomacy, where attention itself is a scarce resource. The story is brief,
lucid science fiction about first contact as careful listening. It leaves the
Water-eaters’ unanswered questions hanging like petals still in motion.

Read “Water-Eaters” at Clarkesworld Magazine

Every Child a Changeling - Samantha Pellegrino

Samantha Pellegrino’s narrator wakes in a supernatural cold and finds
the baby gone from the crib, replaced by a sallow, horned little boy who
will sleep nowhere except in her arms. The first cop cannot whisper,
asking why the windows were not lined with salt, while his partner
waves a flashlight and quizzes her about milk left by the kitchen door.
She admits she has had no surplus breast milk to spare and has been
leaving whole milk on the nights she could reach the store. The
changeling plot is treated as paperwork, wards, and exhaustion rather
than as costume folklore. Pellegrino stays with the bodily facts of
caretaking under an impossible substitution. It is dark speculative flash
about what a parent still owes a child who is not the child she knew.

Read “Every Child a Changeling” at Strange Horizons

Human Studies 401 - Abby Nicole Yee
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Abby Nicole Yee’s narrator engineers Eva from galactic black-market
organic material and drops her through a makeshift portal onto Earth
next door to Efren, the perfect thesis specimen. Efren can control his
own brain chemistry, and the narrator wants the Best Thesis Award
badly enough to hack the assignment system and ignore the rule
against interference. Eva is built to act, feel, and love like a human; the
question the story keeps returning to is whether that performance is
difference enough to matter. Yee writes the exploitation with a student
researcher’s mix of bravado and panic. The flash piece is sharp about
consent, observation, and the prizes that justify bad science. It asks
what a study becomes when the experiment falls in love with its own
design.

Read “Human Studies 401" at Clarkesworld Magazine

Thank you for spending some time with this afternoon’s edition. Below this
point are six more works of speculative, hybrid, experimental, short, and flash
fiction, three pieces about reading and writing in these modes, and three
special recommendations from the back shelf.

Special Recommendations can be found near the bottom of the article.

More From the Discovery Desk

And So | Open My Fists - Rachel Sobel
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Rachel Sobel sets her story in the marshlands, where gossip races
ahead of Aigistha, a young man said to have fled an upriver tower
house to eat eels among the Hisanha chain. The youngest wife brings
him home, and the market stalls fill with rumors about gold lily garlands,
silk duvets, and pearl earrings the size of a baby’s finger. Sobel builds a
world of grilled fish, hot malt, and respectable families who police
desire with talk they will not repeat in front of the people concerned.
Marriage here is logistics, inheritance, and the slow work of being
believed. The prose stays close to communal voice without losing the
tenderness between the couple at its center. It is rich secondary-world
fantasy about belonging, dowry, and what a community invents when it
cannot stop watching.

Read "And So | Open My Fists” at Clarkesworld Magazine

138 Express Inbound - Caleb Astey

Caleb Astey’s narrator works a ticket kiosk and keeps waking Charles
from the platform bench before the 138 Express arrives. Charles jokes
that the best part of the refugees’ worst day is seeing a broke man who
looks like he is asking for a handout, then watching them give almost
anything to get off the train. The transfers are mostly unremarkable until
they are not; some passengers are not refugees in any ordinary sense.
Astey treats the station as both workplace and threshold, with meal
breaks, rules about empty platforms, and the quiet between trains. The
speculative premise stays grounded in shift work and courtesy. It is a
station story about who gets processed, who gets to sleep, and what
arrival costs.

Read “138 Express Inbound” at Strange Horizons

Home/Body - P. H. Low


https://clarkesworldmagazine.com/sobel_09_26/
https://strangehorizons.com/wordpress/fiction/138-express-inbound/

P. H. Low writes in the second person from a train station where girls in
black cloaks, a family with alphorn cases, and a man with a plushie pig
charm hurry past while your hands keep hurting. The ache in knuckles,
neck, knees, and jaw will not resolve into a single noting and then fade;
it hums continuously under the skin. Your only baggage is a hexagonal
velvet-lined hatbox, light in the crooks of your palms. Low turns travel
into a study of pain, attention, and the strange lightness of what you
insist on carrying. The speculative edge arrives through the body’s
refusal to become abstract. It is hybrid fiction about moving through
public space while the self remains a stiff, insistent map.

Read “Home/Body” at Uncanny Magazine

When Humans Are No Longer Born Human - Zhu
Yixuan

Zhu Yixuan’s narrator works at a water dispenser that will not serve
anyone who has not passed this year's human identity certification
proving they are not a clone, a cyborg, or an Al mind. A heavily
pregnant person curses the machine while cradling a belly the
operations manual insists must be called an “attachment” on an
“existence.” The wrong pronoun slips out, and both freeze. Zhu builds a
bureaucracy of language in which pregnancy, she, and human are
regulated terms, and kindness becomes a procedural error. The story is
cool and devastating about how paperwork rewrites bodies. It is near-
future speculative fiction about certification, care, and the violence of
correct speech.

Read “When Humans Are No Longer Born Human” at Clarkesworld
Magazine

Scarcely Gone - Marissa Lingen
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Marissa Lingen's Marty dies and expects, as a ghost, to haunt new
tenants in peace, until his widow Lou packs the house and snaps,
“Marty, get in the car.” He zips into the passenger seat for the drive
from Arizona to Colorado, ready to argue about Pastor Tom and the
ham-salad sandwiches at his memorial. Lou cannot hear him; she is only
saying what she always says at the start of a trip. Lingen finds comedy
and ache in a marriage that continues one-sided after death, with Lou’s
bad mood filling the car and Marty stuck without a reply. The ghost
story is domestic rather than gothic. It is a brief, funny, and tender piece
about habits that outlast the person who learned them.

Read “Scarcely Gone” at Strange Horizons

A Tiny™ Concert for the No-Name King - Crowe
Powell

Crowe Powell hurries a band through the industrial back passages of a
Royal Residence for what staff insist is just like any other Tiny™
Concert, with a heads-up that the No-Name process sometimes goes a
bit far. Monarchs are mostly ceremonial now, still needed for certain
national magics, yet secluded and limited in scope. When the final door
opens, the king has no face, only a transcendent halo the suits
somehow smile around. Powell keeps the musicians’ professionalism in
view as they prepare the viral song the king particularly likes. The flash
piece is weird, brisk, and oddly gentle about service work at the edge
of horror. It is experimental fantasy about performance, pity, and what a
nation still asks of a body that is no longer quite a person.

Read “A Tiny™ Concert for the No-Name King” at Strange Horizons
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Beyond the First Shelf

Magic Mirror: Folklore and Fairy Tales for Writing
the Self - Kristiana Willsey

Kristiana Willsey argues that we are living in a story-time, when
comment sections behave more like speech than print and many
readers trust only what feels immediate, personal, and unfiltered.
Drawing on Anna Kornbluh's idea of “immediacy,” she links the hunger
for true stories to a wider suspicion of mediation, including fictionality
itself. Willsey turns toward folklore and fairy tale as tools for writing the
self without pretending the self is a raw feed. The essay is clear about
publishing’s pressure for the unconstructed voice. For speculative and
hybrid writers, it is a useful map of why wonder tales still help when
“just the facts” will not hold. It is craft criticism that takes story-hunger
seriously without surrendering artifice.

Read “Magic Mirror: Folklore and Fairy Tales for Writing the Self” at
Uncanny Magazine

Interview: Emily Y. Teng - Caroline M. Yoachim
with Emily Y. Teng

Caroline M. Yoachim interviews Emily Y. Teng about “Dragon Pearl,” her
second Uncanny appearance, and about the unlikely internet-era image
that helped spark a story of biotechnical dragons. Teng talks as a
Seattle speculative writer and narrative game designer who is willing to
get too competitive about casual game nights. The conversation moves
between myth, military SF, and the practical work of making
transformation feel bodily rather than ornamental. Yoachim keeps the
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focus on craft choices inside the story rather than on career summary.
Readers of today’s Featured Discovery will find the interview a lucid
companion. It is a short, generous author spotlight about where a
strange premise actually starts.

Read “Interview: Emily Y. Teng” at Uncanny Magazine

Breaking Out of the Box: A Conversation with
Cadwell Turnbull - Arley Sorg with Cadwell
Turnbull

Arley Sorg talks with Cadwell Turnbull about the boxes readers and
markets still try to put around speculative work, and about the freedom
that comes from refusing a single lane. Turnbull discusses community,
series thinking, and the pressure to make strange fiction explain itself
too quickly. Sorg keeps the exchange concrete, returning to how a
writer protects range without losing coherence. The interview sits
usefully beside today’s stories of certification, changelings, and remade
bodies. It is a craft conversation about genre as a set of tools rather
than a locked room. Speculative readers who want language for
ambition will find it here.

Read “Breaking Out of the Box: A Conversation with Cadwell Turnbull”
at Clarkesworld Magazine


https://www.uncannymagazine.com/article/interview-emily-y-teng/
https://clarkesworldmagazine.com/turnbull_interview/

Nathaniel Hawthorne sends young Giovanni Guasconti to Padua, where
a window overlooks the garden of Doctor Rappaccini and the doctor’s
brilliant daughter, Beatrice, moves among plants that seem too vivid to
be safe. The garden’s heavy perfumes and isolated beauty become a
lesson in scientific zeal taken past ordinary care. Hawthorne lets gossip,
rivalry among physicians, and Giovanni’s fascination braid into a tale
about knowledge that will not stay indoors. Beatrice is watched,
praised, and endangered by the same experiment. First published in the
mid-nineteenth century, the story remains one of the great American
fables of poisoned intimacy, and it rewards rereading as speculative
fiction before the label existed.

Read “Rappaccini's Daughter” free through Project Gutenberg

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Aylmer is a man of science married to Georgiana,
whose only flaw, in his eyes, is a small crimson birthmark on her cheek.
What begins as aesthetic irritation becomes an obsession with
perfectibility, and the laboratory turns into a marital chamber.
Hawthorne is exact about the mix of love, pride, and control that drives
the experiment forward. The story is short enough to read in one sitting
and large enough to keep unsettling afterward. It belongs on any shelf
of speculative and hybrid fiction about bodies remade for someone
else’s ideal. Read it as a companion to today’s stories of pearls, grafts,
and certification.

Read “The Birthmark” free through Project Gutenberg
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H. G. Wells sends a confident narrator to Lorraine Castle to spend a
night in the famously haunted Red Room, armed with candles, a history
of skepticism, and the certainty that fear is only a story people tell.
Servants warn him with the half-comic gravity of people who have
cleaned around a legend for years. Once inside, the darkness begins to
work on the arrangement of light itself, and the narrator's composure
becomes another object in the room. Wells writes ghostliness as an
experiment in attention rather than as a parade of apparitions. The tale
remains a model of short weird fiction. It is still the right length for an
evening when you want to test whether bravery is a lighting problem.

Read “The Red Room” free through Project Gutenberg

Many of today’s pieces ask what happens when the extraordinary arrives as
procedure: a graft, a certification, a changeling report, a concert rider, a
widow’s ordinary command to get in the car. Speculative fiction is often sold as
escape, yet these works keep returning to labor, kinship, and the rules people
invent to manage fear. Hybrid and experimental forms help when a straight
report cannot hold the feeling of a remade body or a haunted habit. Short and
flash pieces prove that a premise does not need a map to leave a mark. Some
of these stories end in survival, and others leave the transformation unfinished
on purpose.

I hope one of today’s pieces gives you somewhere worth staying for a while.

Take care!
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