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Tree, Hoh Rainforest  
__________________________ 

Jay Waters is a photographer and writer from McCalla, Alabama. His emphasis is on simplicity and serendipity, so all 
photos are from his phone, with minimal processing.  His focus is on the happy coincidence of life, light and camera. 
Jay's photos have been published a number of print and online journals. More work at JayWatersPhotos.com. 
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Hykena 
Naomi Eselojor 

 

The sun rose, casting light on all the dusky parts of the village. After what 

happened last night, we thought the sun would never shine again. 

Smouldering ashes were what remained of the once vibrant Isoko. We 

walked on its ruins. We gazed at the crisp corpses lying in our way. These were 

people we once saw, once talked with, once knew, we thought, looking down at the 

dead. 

 Yesterday, we saw them gathering their cattle, saddling their horses, and 

scolding their children. Their little ones ran through the bushy paths, creeping 

behind saplings and trying to hide from their seekers. When they sighted me, pulling 

a wooden cart along that same route, they frowned and whispered spitefully among 

themselves. 

"He's one of them," I heard them say. "The trapper's boy." 

I ignored the remarks, as there was a far greater issue on ground.  

"Hykena is coming," I said. "Go tell your mothers. You need to run, hide." 

They considered me with a scowl, lifted their chins and walked away. 

Brother had foreseen Hykena's arrival earlier that week. One of the most 

feared monsters was heading our way, and though the people didn't like us, we 

warned them of the beast's coming. 

Thank God we found the tunnels; the fire would've consumed us too. When 

we told them of the beast's arrival, they thought we were mad. Yes, my brothers 
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often spoke of dragons, flying horses and demons of the deep, but they weren't 

crazy. None of us were.  

Frizzled branches crackled under the weight of our feet as the pungent smell 

of burnt debris seeped into our nostrils. We tied handkerchiefs over our faces to 

reduce the stench, but the dreaded fumes penetrated through them.  

The bank was destroyed. Not a single coin was left. When we begged them 

for a loan, they refused and then, mother was on the verge of death and needed 

money to visit the physician. They saw her lying on the mat, trembling, wheezing 

and still ignored her.  

My father beseeched them for assistance, with tears in his eyes. Mother was 

his first love. His only love. He would die if he lost her. He swore to repay them with 

his service.  

"I'll work for free for as long as you wish," father told the merchant, his voice 

shaking. "I'll even throw in my three sons. We will do whatever you want. Just help 

us, please." 

The merchant didn't even look his way. I was at a corner, peeping at the man. 

His bangle could’ve saved her life, but he would rather lend it to goats than give it to 

us. 

One would expect us to weep. They were our people, but we didn't. At Isoko, 

we were never treated as humans. They cast us out, acted like we were filthy 

creatures that would contaminate them. Their maidens never wanted us, the 

employers never offered us good jobs. Their kids despised us, and the old men spat 

on us. 
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What did we do to deserve this, one could ask. Here's why. 

 We were hated for believing in cryptids, spirits, angels and demons, for 

acknowledging the existence of supernatural species living among us. When they 

wouldn't help save our mother, we decided to cry out to the gods. We were tired of 

being treated as slaves, tired of being belittled. In a fit of rage and aching 

displeasure, we cried. Enough was enough. No more! We wished to be free. We 

locked hands together and circled a fire, chanting for the high God to intervene. 

It was then we received an answer. 

At the bank, mother beckoned us to come and see something. Her face 

beamed. It was a treasure, the treasure we asked of the gods. In a sack, buried near 

the bank, were tens of thousands of gold coins. Our eyes brightened as we stared at 

it. We would start a new life, build our own farms, have our own cattle. We would 

establish villages and teach them what we knew. We would be unstoppable.  

"But what of Hykena?" My brother asked. Our eyes fell on the seventy-foot-

dragon curled up in his sleep, with dry steam puffing out of his nostrils, sizzling the 

only tree trunk that survived the fire. Hykena looked so peaceful. I remembered how 

he was yesterday, a monstrous reptile emitting fire. No doubt, he could wake at any 

moment and wreak havoc, but it would spare us. After all, we were the ones that 

called him here. 
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__________________________ 

About the Author 
Naomi Eselojor enjoys writing fast-paced, gripping tales in the science fiction and 
fantasy genre. She has been published at 365 tomorrow's and would appear in the 
anthology “Dark Cheer: Cryptids Emerging” (2022 by improbable press). She is 
currently working on her debut mystery Disealpunk novel. When Naomi is not 
writing or sleeping, she's sure to be found playing chess, lounging in her room, 
vibing to music or surfing the net. At the moment, she's studying Human Kinetics at 
the University of Lagos. Naomi lives with her family in Lagos, Nigeria. 
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A Dog’s Run 
Benjamin DeHaan 

 

I am a dog, and I run for the lives of the northerners. 

Bombs whistle down and crack the earth and split my sharp ears. When I look back 

flailing my slobbering tongue, my village is now but an orange haze of heat and 

death. 

 It is fire and smoke and all the things that I had feared would come on this 

day. 

 I can’t save them.  

 No one can. 

 But there is one thing I can do. I can survive and tell their story. If passed 

down with respect, a story is the only thing that survives destruction, it’s the only 

thing that bridges the past with the now. 

 BOOM 

 BOOM, BOOM 

 BOOM 

 The bombs are endless and blinding and unforgiving and make the earth hard 

to run through and the air choking to breathe in. Smoke hits my nose with a punch 

and reeks of burnt soil and boiled breath. 
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 They want what I am. What I can be. I am dangerous to them, and it scares 

them. 

 That’s why they stay to the skies. I count sixty birds birthing their gray eggs 

below ash clouds as I make my way down to Rock Valley. 

 Cliffs rip apart all around me and boulders whistle passed my ears. Rain 

pours, thunder cracks, and lightning veins across the black skies like white roots. 

Screams fade and rivers fill. The village is being washed of the blood and the 

dreams that kept it alive with hope. 

 The valley cliffs give way to sand and heat. I blend a dark yellow and brown 

compound of colors across my back and with luck the birds are no longer on my tail. 

The fur on my legs dances dizzily from one shade of color to the next as the Nanos 

work. 

 BOOM. BOOM. 

 Sand blows up underneath me and I’m tossed through the air. I am light and I 

stare up at the sky. A great black ship like a flying insect bursts forth from cotton 

clouds. Its eyes glow red and my fur raises with the sudden static charge. I am 

surrounded by a red wall, the air feels vacuumed, and the smell of death fills the 

enclosure. 

 I instruct the Nanos to work overtime and they scream back at the lack of 

energy sources, so I tell them to go free for all. Instantly, my muscles tighten, tire, 
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and feel like lead, but my left severed leg and destroyed rib cage forms back to its 

pristine glory.  

 The air charges. I can feel everything coming to an end like some string that 

has stretched for too long and is running itself out. 

 I see the diminishment of Hala. I can hear her last breath as her face melts 

into the hospital bed and afterlife begins to scrape away her spirit into the land of 

the dead. She is too young to go. 

 “Brother,” she says, reaching out for my face. 

 Her hand doesn’t touch me though and her arm drops back down to her side. 

 Her eyes are gray and look to be glazed in epoxy. 

 I won’t let her go. Not yet. 

 Sand rises all around me in the red fog. Is this it, Bant? I ask myself, and all the 

muscles in my back tense, my eyes dart from one side of the barrier to the next, and 

in the sand, I find a half buried, half decomposed Yila bird carcass.  

 I dive for the carcass and the Nanos slip from my fingertips to the bird and 

back to my conscious bringing in strings of DNA data. The intense pain across my 

temples and back makes me dry heave. I fall to the ground. 

 I want nothing more than to see Hala’s face before I leave. I grip the sand and 

coarse pebbles that eat into my palms. I should have been at the village sooner; I 

should have known about Hala’s transfer to Banya hospital. But my research on the 
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Nanos kept me hugged tight to work and the Pola military’s agenda to eradicate the 

northerners with my godlike creation. 

I don’t want to be a part of it anymore. 

Never again.  

 I nearly scream out soft throat tissue as wings split from my shoulders and my 

body shrinks in on itself snapping bones that are in the way of the Nanos. I jump. I fly 

up and up and up beating my wings. 

 My body begins to heat. The sky above whines sharply. Up and down, up and 

down, my little wings cut the air. I am over the cylindric barrier. Lightning rains from 

above and fills the prison tube with blinding light and it becomes a smoking death 

chamber. 

I fly for hours. I lose the death bird from above, but my Nanos don’t agree with this 

stress and this body. I fall before the hospital entrance taking in the facility’s 

database bits and process Hala’s whereabouts. 

I am a dog running again. The only thing my body, the Nanos, won’t reject. 

Startling the staff, I rush through the white halls. Everything blurs past me. Two more 

floors up. I hammer my paws on the tiles as if every second will save a life. Hala is 

waiting. 

One more floor up. 
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She is in the room at the end of the hall. The building shakes and fluorescent light 

flickers. 

 I bite the lever of the door and go in. Hala sits in a wheelchair, pale and sickly 

and her eyes fogged with blindness. I jump up onto her lap. “It’s gonna be ok,” I say, 

and my paws melt into her. 

 “Brother?” 

 “Yes.” The Nanos leave my canine body, and my fatal wounds return. I fall to 

the floor human again save an arm, four ribs, and internal organs. 

 Hala’s face washes over in masculinity. Her body becomes a Pola military 

uniform. 

 I’m too tired to ask the enemy how they got Nanos or where Hala is. 

 No dog can outrun war. 

 My eyes shut. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Benjamin DeHaan is a speculative fiction writer, road runner, and circular economy 
promoter. He was born and raised in southern Wisconsin and now lives and works in 
Japan. His fiction can be found in Novel Noctule Magazine, Lovecraftiana, Write 
Ahead The Future Looms, The Dark Corner Zine and other various venues. More info 
at his website benjamindehaan.net 
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Madder and Woad 
Deborah L. Davitt 

 

I wasn’t there when they took her.  

The wizard-monks of the Aseti Order came when I was trampling the dawn-

touched fields where I grew red madder and blue woad. My husband, Jeddiah, was 

setting up the wagon to carry our cloth to town, to sell for new ewes for our flock, 

grain—maybe even silk. 

On returning home, I saw his broken body lying beside the cart, our horse 

nuzzling his chest. I screamed for him. I screamed for Amaya, our daughter, as I 

clutched him to me.  

He couldn’t speak. But I knew. He’d tried to fight them—armed with a pole 

from the dyeing vats, while they held staves and spells and swords of light. 

I could’ve stopped them. But I wasn’t there. 

The Aseti stole six children from our village.  Some parents they paid off—the 

mayor’s son earned his parents thirty silver coins.  

My family was the only one paid in murder.  

I wasn’t there.  

I had the Spark, but my parents had taught me to conceal it. I’d taught myself 

to use just whispers of power. Always secret, subtle things—like the patterns I wove 

in cloth. Not for me bold contrasts in checked plaid. Let blue woad and scarlet 
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madder ripple, like watered silk. I’d been obsessed with moire since I’d first seen it, 

all shimmering circles. I’d labored to replicate it in common wool. 

Now, with no husband to help, no daughter to teach, I plunged myself into 

the work that would keep me alive. And plunged myself into hungry thoughts of 

vengeance and rescue.  

Those thoughts dyed me. Stained me. I could feel my Spark bubbling inside 

of me, like alum in the vat. Alum’s a mordant—it bites, letting the dyes sink deeper. 

My hands were stained with woad (ah, woe) and madder (a madwoman going 

madder, seeing red through all the world) as I considered what I might do. 

The wizard-monks lived in their fortress-temple in the clouds. They took 

children away on their griffins with the Spark every year—‘for their own good.’ 

Always younger than six. Pliable.  

And once inside the fortress, they were indoctrinated into the faith. A faith that 

said that all emotion was suspect. That the ties they felt to their kin—that love for a 

mother, a father—were the path through which evil could reach them.  

Of course, the Order said that. Every cult cuts their converts off from families 

and friends, from anyone who could suggest that the cult was wrong.  

But no one could oppose the Aseti. They’d made themselves too powerful. 

Too useful to kings. They were diplomats, spies, warriors, and generals on all sides. 

They’d never fight each other, but they’d ensure that their precious balance existed 
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in every war, while common soldiers died at the hands of their magic and their 

whirling blades of light. 

Where did that leave me, a mother alone, skin dyed to the elbow in reds and 

blues, fingers calloused from spinning and labor? 

Well, they needed robes. Heavy monastic cloth to show their piety, yes, but 

they also needed finer fare for when they advised kings.  

I found undyed silk at one market. Costly cochineal at another. And I set my 

Spark into every working—too subtle to be detected. A siren song. Come to me. 

Come to me. 

It took six years. But the Order came. I’d moved to another town, assumed 

another name. They’d never seen my face—my parents had been careful to ensure 

that. 

So much more careful than I’d been.  

I wasn’t there. But I’m coming. 

I put on a smile and curtsied when they arrived.  

And their lust for beautiful things consumed them, and they took me to their 

fort to weave for them.  

Weave, indeed. 
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Inside their fortress. . . gods. So many children stolen from their parents, heads 

bowed studiously. Some thrilled to learn, but I saw no laughter. Love might flash in 

their eyes as they took praise from a teacher—but love for a teacher was useful.  

It solidified their hold on their students. 

I spread my net through their minds, warp and weft. Strands finer than silk. 

They never noticed my fine threads dyeing one’s thoughts madder, another’s woad. 

Feel my woe. Feel my madness. 

Another three weeks to be sure it was my Amaya sweeping the griffin aeries. 

She’d been six when they’d taken her. But she recognized me, if not by my face, 

then by my hands, stained carmine and marine. The first light of recognition dawned 

on her face. 

I wanted to tell her, I wasn’t there, but I’m here now. I’m here! 

But then I saw her hesitate. 

I half-expected her to turn me in. To seek their praise, as she’d been taught to 

do. 

My heart sank, and I prepared to yank at all the threads I’d spun and woven. 

To cut all the minds I’d touched so that they’d fall from the loom of my own. 

But instead, that night, she brought me one of their swords, lambent with 

light. “They killed Father,” she whispered fiercely as she offered me the blade. “Right 

in front of me. Kill them, Mother.” 
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My heart ached. “I don’t need that,” I told her. “I’ve woven madness into them. 

My madness, my grief, my pain. All the emotions they disdain. They’ll feel them all 

tonight.” 

We fled with the other children, as the elders’ minds flayed themselves on 

my silken strands, their world a maze of madder and woad. They butchered each 

other, screaming, tears running down their cheeks. 

Their cloud fortress lies empty now, and bards sing tales of how the Order 

was brought down by a dark lord. Their invention grows more fearsome every day, 

clad in black armor, bearing a black sword.  

Bards are like that. 

But I spend my evenings at the fire with those children whose families could 

not be found. And I teach them to weave.  

Cloth and spell, will and word. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Deborah L. Davitt was raised in Nevada, but currently lives in Houston, Texas with 
her husband and son. Her prize-winning poetry has received Rhysling, Dwarf Star, 
and Pushcart nominations and has appeared in over fifty journals, including F&SF 
and Asimov’s. Her short fiction has appeared in Analog and Galaxy’s Edge. For more 
about her work, including her poetry collections, The Gates of Never and Bounded 
by Eternity, please see www.edda-earth.com.   
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Empty House 
Greta Hayer 

 

The house breathes a tired sigh, a gust through the air conditioning that 

settles around me. I think it misses him too. 

I didn’t expect the silence.  

It didn’t come right away. At first, the house was too loud, full of too many 

people. Relatives in choking perfume. Friends with words of sympathy clung 

awkwardly to me. I never learned how to take a compliment. Taking a condolence 

was so much worse.  

His mother wanted to stay, but a week after the funeral, there was nothing 

else to be done. She left too, and the silence swept me up like a tide.  

The house hadn't seemed large when my husband was alive. I hadn’t thought 

it loud, either, but there was always something, the clacking of a keyboard or a flush 

of a toilet, reminders that we were human and alive, together. Now, the house is my 

only companion, breathing through pipes and rattling in the vents, but we are 

separate, aliens to each other. My husband was the one who picked this house, who 

ran his hand over the threshold at the open house and, beaming proudly, knew it 

would be for us. He was the one who changed filters and fixed hinges and painted 

all the walls.  

The house creaks, sometimes the only sound. The bathroom drawers 

grumble open and shut, and the pipes squeak. The water takes a long time to heat 
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for my shower, and I stand, naked, in the empty bathroom. I put a hand on the tile of 

the wall. We just have each other, now.  

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Greta Hayer received her MFA at the University of New Orleans and has work 
appearing in Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Cossmass Infinites, Booth, Maudlin House, and 
Flint Hills Review. She received a bachelor's degree in history from the College of 
Wooster, where she studied fairy tales and medieval medicine. Her column, “In 
Search of the Dream World,” can be found at Luna Station Quarterly. She lives in 
New Orleans with her husband and their three alien cats. 
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Champion of the People 
Henry McFarland 

 

Some children stood around the village well. One yelled, “Look, it’s Goliath!” 

A few of them followed him chanting, “Six-fingered six-toed freak. Can’t fit in 

sandals, his pots all leak.” 

He kept his back to them, so they wouldn’t see how their jeers made his 

cheeks burn. Yes, his feet were too large in front for normal sandals. Yes, when his 

father, the village potter, tried to teach him his craft, his extra fingers kept getting 

snagged on the wheel. After many tries, father turned his back and told him to go. 

Finally, he reached his family’s hut, a refuge from the taunts. As he went 

inside, a boy called out, “Tall as a cedar and as stupid.”  

Yes, though he was but a boy, the head of the tallest man in the village did 

not come to his shoulders. But he was not stupid. He knew to pray to Dagon, and 

Dagon strengthened his will. Each morning Goliath woke before the village and 

lifted rocks, small ones at first, then larger ones, until finally he could lift large 

boulders over his head. 

Again, the children at the well jeered him. A boy in a brown tunic came 

towards him saying over and over, “Six too many. Six too many.”  

Rather than keep walking, Goliath stopped. Other children followed the boy 

and formed a ring around Goliath, all chanting “Six too many.” 
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Goliath punched the boy in the brown tunic in the chest, the center of his 

being. All color left the boy’s face. Goliath’s fist rammed into his nose, spraying 

blood and snapping his head back so it smashed on the rocks. The other taunters 

fled like deer when the lion comes.  

Goliath feared that as he had killed, he would be killed. He hid in his family’s 

hut and prayed to Dagon. Dagon did not forsake him. A strange man, one almost as 

tall as he was, came in. The crest on his leather cap showed he was the king’s 

servant. “Come with me to the royal court at Ashdod.” 

Goliath trembled. “Why sir?” 

The man smiled. “You will learn to kill not just with your fists but with bronze 

and iron. You will be the greatest of warriors.” 

The king’s servant spoke true. Five times another tribe encroached on the 

Philistine’s land. Five times Goliath met that tribe’s greatest champion in battle. Five 

times the enemy’s blood flowed onto the earth. The other tribe’s courage died with 

its champion, and Goliath led the Philistine army to rout them, slaughter their men, 

and enslave their women.  

Now the army of Saul had come to the Valley of Elah. Every morning and 

every afternoon for forty days, Goliath put on the bronze helmet, coat, and greaves 

that fit none but him. He slung his spear on his back and walked with the slave who 

carried his shield until he was close enough to the enemy lines to smell the reek of 

their unwashed flesh and see the fear in their eyes.  
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He drew his spear with its heavy iron point and held it high over his head, then 

shouted so all could hear, “This day I defy the armies of Israel! Send me your 

champion, and we will fight each other.” 

No one came forward. Cowards! Each time he waited long enough for their 

shame to torment them, then turned his back on them and returned to his camp. 

There the soldiers cheered him and chanted his name, “GO-LI-ATH, GO-LI-ATH.” 

He retired alone to his tent. Even though they cheered him as their champion, 

he knew he was one apart. When he tried to mingle with the other chiefs, they 

would stand nervously about, saying little and shifting from foot to foot. Their faces 

showed only the nervous smile of unease, never the easy smile of comradeship.  

He could not even find a mate. Marriage brokers looked at his hands and feet 

as if he were bewitched. They said they needed more time to find a suitable mate 

for such a great champion. He never saw them again. 

That night he was summoned to the tent of King Achist. Even near the front 

lines, the king was wrapped in rich cloth and reclined on soft cushions. The sweet 

smell of incense hung in the air. A vulpine smile spread across the king’s face.  

“The followers of Saul place great importance on the number 40,” said the 

king. “Knowing that for 40 days they have shrunk from the challenge will take the 

heart from them. Tomorrow morning, challenge them again. If they do not accept, 

lead our army to make them submit. No longer will they take our land and 

disrespect our gods.” 
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The king waved his hand to dismiss him. He would ask the other chiefs to 

drink wine with him, but never Goliath. It did not matter. Goliath fought for Dagon, 

not Achist.  

Soon after the sun began its day’s trip through the sky, Goliath went to the 

enemy’s lines and repeated his challenge. For a long moment, there was silence, 

then a youth came from their lines. He wore no armor, had no shield bearer, carried 

no spear. Did they send one so unprepared as an insult? Goliath shouted, “Am I a 

dog, that you think you can beat me with only a stick?”  

The lad answered with some foolishness about his god. How dare he mock 

Dagon, the God who gave Goliath his strength! Goliath’s anger grew as he observed 

the youth. He was healthy and handsome. If he lived, he could find a mate, but he 

would not live. Goliath drew his spear. Its iron tip flashed in the sun as he held it over 

his head. “Dagon will curse you, and this day the wild animals will feast on your 

flesh.”  

The lad reached into a pouch and drew from it a stone.  

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Henry McFarland is a part time short story writer who likes to explore different 
perspectives on well-known stories. His pronouns are he and him. He has published 
stories in Brain Games: Stories to Astonish, After Dinner Conversation, Page & Spine, 
the Starship Sofa podcast, Andromeda Spaceways, Every Day Fiction, and The Colored 
Lens. 
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Afterlife 
Lucy Zhang 

 

I want to know where the dead go. No one believes we’ll ever be wiped off 

the planet, and even the Curious don’t care because they’ve got more important 

things to investigate like harvesting material from stars and chucking them into 

black holes and generating fuel from the speed of whatever comes spinning out. 

There’s no dead if no one kills: this is the foundation established by our DNA moral 

codes, the reason why we’ve neutralized the neurons in our visual and 

somatosensory cortices, hoping eventually these characteristics would be selected 

out. What you can’t sense or interact with, you can’t destroy. Anger and self-

perceived injustices are a product of overstimulation, we regurgitate verbatim.  

Apparently, you used to be able to choose what happened to your body: 

whether you wanted to be buried in the ground or cremated, ashes released over 

the ocean or preserved in an urn. All our bodies meet the same fate now: selective 

distillation, decomposition and filtration of parts to be synthesized for later use. We 

don’t really die; we get rebuilt, parts replaced and grafted back into our bodies, 

knowledge bank and memory refreshed. At some point we no longer resemble 

what we were initially, nor do we remember how we came into the world, what it 

was like to have to chew and swallow, to cower in underground shelters with our 

heads bent toward our knees waiting for bombs to finish detonating.  

There are a few of us who remember fragments: microwaving a bowl of 

Haagen Daz ice cream because nai nai said all food had to be eaten warm, cupping 
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our ears with our hands when gunshots sounds seemed to explode in our skulls, 

popping chicken heads from their spines and feeling their necks engorge with 

blood, dumping gnawed pork trotter bones into the ground to nourish the earth and 

help the scallions grow. Past lives, we call them, even though “multiple lives” implies 

an end which won’t happen unless the sun dies out but by then, we’re sure we’ll find 

an energy replacement, as we’ve always done so in the past.  

I only remember one moment from a “previous life”: bathing a living ant in 

oleic acid and watching the other members of the farm drag it to the pile of ant 

corpses, convinced it was dead. The ant would try to clean itself and leave the pile 

only to be dragged back by the others—better than getting buried alive, I suppose. I 

think I was a scientist or else especially curious as to why living ants piled their dead 

onto canola oil-laden Trix cereal. Turned out oleic acid means death to ants. 

Curiosity once manifested randomly, regardless of a person’s aptitude—the reason 

why there was so much chaos. Now we siphon off a portion of the population to 

program with specific recombinant DNA known to cultivate observation and insight 

and override existing, irrelevant attributes with curiosity. I’m not built for curiosity; I’m 

built to be a Synthesizer as most of us are, quietly guiding photons to displace 

electrons, capturing their vibrational energy in our body until ready for use. 

Before we learned to breathe through the water, we learned to breathe 

through the sun, absorbing radiation into our lungs, exhaling the residue and 

unspent photons, recycling it back to the earth. We were built like plants without 

roots or leaves, filled with unused intestines and teeth and stomachs—organs they 
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say were leftover from the Consumption Age, when it was ritual to swallow things 

whole, let them sink down our tracts like stones and sludge, extracting energy in 

suboptimal, inefficient operations we likened to giving birth: fueling cellular 

proliferation and embryo development, carrying additional life like a sack of lead 

bricks tied to bean sprout limbs. There’ll still be another few years until those organs 

are phased out. 

The original Blackbird was phased out real fast. No one could shoot it down 

because it was too fast for missiles to lock on and change direction to follow. 

Blackbird soared so high you could consider it in space. Our ancestors built 

Blackbird so its speed could never be matched, altitude never exceeded, crafted to 

reduce its radar signature with sides tapered and flattened to reflect radar beams 

away, the skin crafted to absorb them. Today’s blackbird is just a bird and not an 

aircraft, no trickery or cleverness, slow enough in the sky for us to count them, 

watch them pass in flocks, watch the clouds sweep up their path. We wonder if the 

old engines sounded as loud as crows roosting in trees, if compressed and heated 

air subjected to shock waves whispered or roared, if triethylborane and air snapped 

to life in combustion chambers with a bang. The sky is empty. No one shoots 

anything down. No one hears much.  

I want to know where the dead go, and I’m sure this means a part of my 

physical vessel is malfunctioning, although I don’t care much, which I’m sure is 

another result of the defect. Where did the millions of bodies fallen in war disappear 

to? And so young? We don’t remember war very well beyond ambiguous 
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geographical or ideological conflicts. I wonder if the digested but unexcreted matter 

rots in their intestines when they’re fed to the earth, if what lingers but should be 

ejected can be considered part of them or “just passing through” as waste. And after 

they’ve been eaten by microbes and foragers, I wonder if they are spread thinly 

among earth and its creatures, no longer what they were but also not completely 

gone. Our forms remain constant although our databases and physical parts get 

refreshed and serviced. I can’t remember how long I’ve been soaking sunlight, 

converting it to fuel, multi-purposing my body for hydropower processing—quietly, 

patiently, alone. It might be nice: taking on another form, leaving yourself behind. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Lucy Zhang writes, codes and watches anime. Her work has appeared in The 
Rumpus, EcoTheo Review, Minola Review and elsewhere, and was selected for Best 
Microfiction and Best Small Fictions. Her chapbook HOLLOWED is forthcoming in 
2022 from Thirty West Publishing. Find her at https://kowaretasekai.wordpress.com/ 
or on Twitter @Dango_Ramen. 
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Before We Dance 
Marisca Pichette 

 

The lichens begin it.  

Clinging to slate and granite crosses, they release their humming to the 

midnight air. Between October and November, a yellow moon casts its rays on the 

first notes of a song older than life. 

From the lichens, mosses inherit the tune. Rhythmic pulses waver from plot to 

plot, climbing over pillow stones and gravel paths, straining for the air. In the 

minutes after midnight the song is still in its infancy, a sound as easily imagined as 

ignored, blending with the dark, sliding between shadows. 

When the roots begin, words take shape. 

They are old words, older than language that requires tongues and vocal 

cords. Older than xylem and phloem. Older than air. 

There is no translation for the song sung by lichen, moss, and root. When the 

spores take their cue, it is as if the very dark were thrumming with the beat. A beat 

like and unlike a heart, like and unlike a song. 

Notes rise. Plants shake. And slowly, in a measure of silence--breathless 

pausing while the moon passes behind a cloud--the soil starts to move. 

We have no tongues, no ears, no voices and no roots of our own. The song 

we feel in our bones--what bones remain. It calls us up from broken vaults and 
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shattered caskets. It calls us towards that firefly moon, yellow as the sun and 

stronger than dawn. 

Our feet emerge first, pulled to the music that breaks our slumber. We are 

dancing before we’re fully free, convulsing, clattering, tearing apart the rot that 

blocks our rising.  

In clumps we liberate our bones, whole and incomplete and awake. We know 

nothing but the song. We know nothing but the song. 

We know nothing but the song. 

Between October and November we dance in moonlight the color of 

summer. The lichens wrap around our non-voices, giving us words before words 

were made. Stories before stories twine around our bones, holding us up and 

holding us up in the clouds of spores and night. 

We know nothing but the song. Moss replaces flesh and roots act as 

surrogate muscles, bringing us close to one another in ways we don’t know if we’ve 

ever been. Yellow moon, decaying dark. This night we remember. 

The roots are the first to quiet, settling into longer and longer rests as the 

moss drags out the coda. We slow, slump, disentangle by stones that maybe were 

ours, maybe were neighbors’. The lichens release us and we know the yellow moon 

is setting, yellow sun rising. Morning steals our song away in pieces, tugging note by 

note into the cold air. Moisture falters, and we fall apart again. 
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The lichens are the last to sleep, their humming carrying into the morning 

light. Their song follows us into our dreams, into earth and winter. When they fall at 

last into silence, we feel the gentle pulse of their metronome, counting and counting 

and counting the lives before 

our bones will sing again. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Marisca Pichette is a queer creator of monsters and magic. Her work has appeared 
and is forthcoming in Strange Horizons, Fireside Magazine, Fusion Fragment, Daily 
Science Fiction, Uncharted Magazine, PseudoPod, and PodCastle, among others. She 
lives in Western Massachusetts. 
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Things You Carry In The Underworld 
Carol Scheina 

 

Tammy arrives in the underworld carrying fuzzy slippers, feathered like 

yellow baby bird wings, begging for a twirl, but she never feels like dancing. Instead, 

the young girl trudges on, seeking a familiar face, a single drop among the river of 

souls.  

 The dead march around her, some leisurely like a beachside stroll. Others run 

a New York marathon, feet pounding endless soft dirt into clouds. Waves of 

strangers, everyone looking for someone they’ve lost. Someone to find again.  

 Tammy notices how the other children carry stuffed bunnies, dolls, blankets 

woven with love. These are special Objects, gently placed in coffins for young souls 

to hug in comfort because the underworld’s a one-way trip usually traveled alone. 

 She hugs the feathered slippers, her Object, and wishes they hugged back 

with a lemon-soapy embrace like Mama. When the tears come, Tammy puts them 

inside the slippers. That’s another thing she carries, just until they dry up.  

 As the crowd shifts, a boy moves next to her, an encyclopedia between his 

hands like an unwanted birthday present. Tammy eyes the leather cover. She 

remembers a time when the precious slippers came off and she snuggled beneath 

heavy blankets, gazing up at Mama’s beautiful smile peeking over a book. “Can I 

read it?” she asks. 

 “No.” The boy slams the request closed. 
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 Tammy debates sneaking the encyclopedia from his grasp, but the rules 

don’t work that way. The encyclopedia is his Object, and she can’t touch it. Objects 

are eternal, like their burial outfits (she wears plaid pants and a faded rainbow t-shirt; 

he wears a frumpy gray suit that bags around his ankles).  

 Sometimes, the loneliness feels as eternal as the invariable dirt paths they 

trod upon, but books transformed things like nighttime’s dark fears, once upon a 

time. An encyclopedia’s not a bedtime story, but it’s better than nothing. But how to 

get the boy to read it? Tammy prods, “Was it a favorite book?” 

 “Naw, it’s from an old set my parents had. I got Volume 3. Someone probably 

thought it looked nice in the coffin.” He spits the bitterness out like he’s been 

chewing on it for a while. “Did they even know what mattered to me? I bet your 

family knew your favorite things.” 

 Mama knew how Tammy loved the feel of feathers on her feet, but slippers 

are no good if you’re dancing alone. Tammy explains, “Doesn’t matter what the 

Object is; it’s not family.”  

 “You looking for them?” 

 She’s been looking for Mama for too long, but she can’t say that or the tears 

will come back. “Can you read just one page? Please? Then I won’t bug you 

anymore.” 

 “I don’t read this stupid thing. Never have. Wish I could get rid of it.” He looks 

at her then sighs. “Fine, just one page.” 
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 On the first page, she sees looping cursive words between his fingers. 

 The boy reads: “Lincoln, we’ll be a complete set again when we join you. 

We’re Volumes 1 and 2, looking for our lucky Volume 3. An encyclopedia has much 

information, but the most important fact of all is we love you. Wait for us.” Two tears 

and a sniffle slip out. 

 Lincoln clearly doesn’t want her to notice his wet face, so Tammy looks away 

as she speaks, “I guess the encyclopedia wasn’t random after all. You heading off to 

look for them now?” 

 “I have to. They’re looking for me.”  

 Her throat chokes up. She’s only known him a short eternity, but he’s the only 

face she recognizes right now. 

 He asks, “Will you be okay?” 

 No, Tammy wants to reply, but she doesn’t know how to explain everything 

churning inside. Mama always knew how to read her like a book, how to lift all the 

things that weighed her down. 

 Lincoln wipes his cheeks dry. “Hey, why don’t we look together? I can read my 

encyclopedia.” 

 The weight she carries shifts up and away. She notices Lincoln straightens as 

he walks, holding the book close to his heart. He carries something new: knowledge. 

You can learn a lot from an encyclopedia, Tammy thinks. 
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 She’s not going to carry the slippers anymore; she slides them on and lets 

them twirl. Like feathered wings on her feet. In her right hand, Tammy carries 

friendship, and Albert squeezes back reassuringly. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Carol Scheina is a deaf speculative fiction author from the Northern Virginia area. 
Many of her stories were thought up while sitting in local traffic, resulting in tales 
that have appeared in Daily Science Fiction, Escape Pod, Flash Fiction Online, and 
other publications. You can find more of her work at carolscheina.wordpress.com. 
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Ophelia’s Song 
Rebecca Birch 

 

Blue-tinged soil falls from my spade to cover Ophelia, the last of my 

crewmates. Seven graves on Altair Seven's barren surface. Seven cairns to mark 

their passing. 

Wind rakes banners of dust off the graves. 

I blink, my eyes dry. I've shed so many tears over the last five months, none 

are left to fall. 

I press my gloved hand to the soil over Ophelia's feet. I want to say I'm sorry, 

though I can't say for what. We all knew the risks. 

If I close my eyes, I can still hear her singing, that husky voice as rich as her 

deep brown skin. Her curls that fought against her helmet, too proud to be 

contained. 

How can I go on without her? 

My belt-pouch holds the genetically modified seeds she'd cultivated in a last, 

desperate race against her death. Plant these, she'd said, hands trembling as she 

pressed the seeds into my palm. Promise me. 

My fingers are clumsy in my enviro-suit. I nearly drop the precious seeds 

while pulling them free. Forcing myself to slow breaths, I imagine Ophelia's sure 

hands guiding my own as I bury the seeds along the crest of the grave. 
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Wordlessly, I turn away and seek shelter in our landing module-cum-lab. The 

door clangs shut, blunting the wind's hollow moan. 

 

My bunk feels empty without her. 

The first time she'd heard my tears after we lost our first companion, she'd 

slipped in beside me and smoothed my hair. "We'll be okay, Kathleen. Don't be 

afraid." 

I'd buried my head in her shoulder and sobbed until her quiet singing soothed 

me into slumber. She'd never gone back to sleeping in her own bunk. The subtle 

sandalwood scent of her still clings to the sheets. 

My chest constricts with each greedy inhalation. 

 

My first transmissions to Alpha Station had been hopeful.  Exhilarated. The 

probes had been right. While we needed enviro-suits for extended time outside the 

lab, a few minutes without wouldn't kill us. Ice deposits provided a water source.  

The blue-tinged soil held nutrients. Colonization should be feasible. 

But plants steadfastly refused to grow and the crew members who spent the 

longest outside without suits developed persistent coughs. One by one their lungs 
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deteriorated to the point where each breath was agony. Blue lips echoed blue soil 

and the blue dust the wind forced in through invisible seams in the lab's walls. 

I reported the first death with a growing sense of unease. The second 

followed soon after. 

Now nobody went outside without a suit. 

But it was too late. 

 

I wake up choking, drenched in cold sweat. 

 

Ophelia had thought I'd be safe. My work rarely took me outdoors and I'd 

been fastidious about using a suit even then. The first time she'd made me gasp 

under her touch, fingers tracing over my breasts, she'd whispered, "God, I love the 

sound of your breath." 

When we both came undone, I'd cried out with that still-untouched breath, 

but she'd tried to stifle a cough. As if she could keep her condition from me. I'd let 

her pretend I didn't know, but after she slept my tears pooled in her naked navel 

while I clung to her, helpless against a foe I had no idea how to fight. 
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The coughing fit that woke me finally quiets and I lie spent on the damp 

sheets. 

Somewhere on the edge of my hearing, I hear her singing a wordless tune. 

A mind that lies is the harshest betrayer. 

 

It wasn't the air that killed them. It was the dust. 

Pervasive, unavoidable, and filled with microscopic alien fungi. I transmitted 

the findings to Alpha Station, but it was too late to matter. Ophelia died just two 

weeks after the discovery. It's clear now that I will soon follow. 

Dust contaminates everything, even the enviro-suits. 

The air I drag into my lungs bubbles like carbonated sandpaper. Shivers and 

sweat then sweat and shivers until my teeth feel like one more judder will pulverize 

them. 

When Ophelia was dying, I'd held her through the worst of it. Tried to sing to 

her like she'd sung to me, though my thin voice could hardly find a tune if it were lit 

up in neon. What I'd give to have her with me now. 
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And still, the sound of her voice haunts me night and day, nearly as loud as 

the wind. 

 

It's been two weeks since I buried Ophelia. I don't think I'll last another two 

days. Don't know that I want to, when all that remains is pain and solitude and 

Ophelia's siren voice that never stops luring me out onto the surface. 

For the first time since that day, I open the lab door. Dust blows thick around 

me. The helmet falls from my nerveless fingers. I tilt back my head and draw in a 

killing breath. 

Ophelia's song beckons, and I take one blind step toward it. 

Another. 

Another. 

I stumble over the grave and fall to my knees. Her voice is everywhere now. 

I open my eyes. A forest of reeds grows from the grave. Long, narrow, short, 

wide–all catching the cursed wind and transforming it into a song. 

Tears I'd thought were lost forever consume me. I curl around the pain in my 

core, gasping out my grief. My lips touch the open mouth of a reed that sings with 

her voice and I inhale. 

Cool, soothing air rises from the reed. Balm to my tortured lungs. 
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Another breath. 

My chest accepts it eagerly, fully expanding for the first time in a week. The 

blue under my nails recedes. 

I move from one reed to the next, desperate to breathe in Ophelia's song. 

It should be impossible. This planet had dealt us defeat after defeat, but my 

Ophelia never surrendered. It wasn't in her nature. And in the end, though she'd 

been too late to save herself, she'd left me this, her final gift. 

One last chance to live. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Rebecca Birch is a science fiction and fantasy writer based in the Pacific Northwest.  
She’s a classically trained soprano, holds a deputy black belt in Taekwondo, and 
enjoys spending time in the company of trees. Her fiction has appeared in markets 
including Nature, Cricket, and Flash Fiction Online. 
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Hedwig Eva 
Victory Witherkeigh 

 

"I was like a doll. I was like a thing, some object of art which had to be 

guarded—and imprisoned—having no mind, no life of its own."   

Hedwig whispered this to me as we hid in one of the empty cabanas by the 

aquamarine pool at the famous Beverly Hills Hotel.  

I really wasn't supposed to be here at all. One minute, I checked into the 

hotel, holding the old brass skeleton key as the receptionist explained which 

elevators to take; the next, I'm hitting the back-lit elevator button and crashing into 

the steel wall as the contraptions moved diagonally straight out of Willy Wonka's 

nightmare. The doors opened, and the "most beautiful woman in film," literally Hedy 

Lamarr, is standing at the elevator entry, scrambling to help me up. 

"Oh, you poor dear," she caresses my face. "Are you lost?" 

My eyes practically popped out of my head, staring at her perfectly curled 

dark hair with the matching red, luscious lips she's known for. I'm already trembling, 

half in confusion, then attracted to her curves and her beautiful green eyes. I stay 

silent, unsure if I'm going to scream or kiss her. 

"Oh, my...you must not speak English...come with me…" her soft hand reaches 

towards me.  
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Then the fear kicks in as I bolt up to stand. I'm a Pacific Islander, tan with long, 

dark curly hair, sitting on the Persian carpeted floor of the elevator staring at one of 

the most beautiful women on the planet. If this is real, then it's around the 1930s.  

Which would totally explain why she thinks I may not speak English or realize 

who she is? 

Not knowing what else to do, I take her hand, letting her pull me forward as I 

aimlessly let my thumb run along the back of her alabaster palm. 

"Oh, aren't we friendly," she blushes. "Come, my room is this way." 

When we arrive in her ensuite, on the top floor, I'm sure that any moment 

now, I'll wake up, except because her Chanel No. 5 perfume smells delicious with 

the ylang-ylang. 

"It's so nice coming across another outsider here…" Hedy's voice is drifting as 

she walks toward her bathroom, "You'd be surprised how many people in this town 

get so caught up in the schmoozing and politics of this business….Is there someone I 

should call for you?" 

"No!" The first word finally leaves my mouth as my jaw hits the floor. 

Her head pops out from the bathroom, standing in just the old lace slips that I 

remember my grandmother wearing when I was a child.  

How am I not supposed to stare? Oh God... does she have goosebumps on the 

side of her breast?! 
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"Ahhh," she smiled, "So you can speak…." 

"Yes…" I'm stammering, blushing as I turn my head, scolding myself for ogling 

her like a wolf. "I mean, I don't have anywhere to be, and I would very much like to 

stay...?" 

"And so polite! You'll be my guest tonight–I'll show you off like the prized 

treasure I've just found…."  

She winked back to keep changing while my mind flashes to the millions of 

politically correct statements I know I should make about how my ethnicity doesn't 

mean I'm a treasure. But then, if this is real and I've gone back in time somehow, all 

the various sci-fi books from my younger years scream at me to "not mess with the 

timeline." 

By the time she comes out again, she's holding a gown for me–black velvet, 

draped in the front to stress my breasts while wholly exposed in the back. Hedy 

almost matches me in a black strapless gown, hugging every curve until it 

mermaids just below her waist in a sea of tulle and chiffon. Her matching black lace 

evening gloves go just past the elbows as she fastens the last clasp of my dress's 

zipper. 

"You look spectacular, darling!" 

Gulp. I smiled back. 

She fastened a diamond bracelet over her right wrist before turning around 

again. "Oh my! Is that a tattoo on your back?" 
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Crap…. 

"Yes... It's technically along my rib cage... tattoos are ancestral rites by my 

people - an homage to our way of life…." 

She has a wide grin at that remark. "Let's go get people talking!"  

We'd circled the Beverly Hills hotel ballroom twice. I sip champagne silently, 

watching her flirt and smile while the men try to act more intelligent than she. But 

we have our own signal that takes us to the hidden cabana outside.  

"If it were up to me, I would have loved to be a scientist or an inventor... I 

sometimes swear in my dreams, I can see glimmers of these devices that can 

change the way we talk - speak to each other…." 

I want so badly to cry and laugh, to tell her she's going to the mother of Wi-Fi, 

the internet. I want to be the voice that tells her she's just as brilliant as she is 

beautiful, that some day other women will look at her legacy as more than makeup 

and film credits. As she describes her dissatisfaction with her first marriage, I want to 

tell her to forget men entirely, be the badass bitch that the modern world seems to 

embrace… 

"Hey!" a barrage of security guards suddenly yells, "You aren't supposed to be 

here!" 

I turned to Hedwig and did the only thing I could think of–I kissed her, hard, 

wet, passionate, with everything I couldn't say. 
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Then I ran, ignoring her screams. Sprinting in black velvet kitten heels until I'm 

back at the elevator. Hitting the buttons, begging for it to show up before they find 

me. 

The doors close just as their hands jet in, slamming on a few fingers as I bite 

them, pouring my anger and frustration at that interruption. I wanted to cry as the 

doors opened to the modern lobby. 

"Love the gown," the bellman said as I walked out. 

My lips tingle. 

__________________________ 

About the Author 
Victory Witherkeigh is a female Filipino author originally from Los Angeles, CA, 
currently living in the Las Vegas area. Victory was a finalist for Wingless Dreamer’s 
2020 Overcoming Fear Short Story award and a 2021 winner of the Two Sisters 
Writing and Publishing Short Story Contest. She has print publications in the horror 
anthologies Supernatural Drabbles of Dread through Macabre Ladies Publishing, 
Bodies Full of Burning through Sliced Up Press, and In Filth It Shall Be Found 
through OutCast Press. Her first novel, set to debut in December 2022 with Cinnabar 
Moth Publishing, has been a finalist for Killer Nashville’s 2020 Claymore Award, a 
2020 Cinnamon Press Literature Award Honoree, and long-listed in the 2021 Voyage 
YA Book Pitch Contest. 
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Art 
__________________________ 

E.E. King is an award-winning painter, performer, writer, and naturalist - She’ll do anything that won’t pay the bills, 
especially if it involves animals. Ray Bradbury called her stories, “marvelously inventive, wildly funny and deeply 
thought-provoking. I cannot recommend them highly enough.” She’s been published widely, including in: 
Clarkesworld, Daily Science Fiction, Chicken Soup for the Soul, Short Edition, and Flametree.  Her stories are on 
Tangent’s 2019 and 2020, year’s best stories. She’s been nominated for seven Pushcart awards. She’s the author of 
four novels and many shorts’ collections. Her novel, Dirk Quigby’s Guide to the Afterlife has been translated into 
Spanish.  She’s shown at paintings LACMA, painted murals in LA and elsewhere and is currently painting a science 
museum in San Paula, CA. She also co-hosts The Long Lost Friends Show on Metastellar YouTube. Check out 
paintings, writing, musings, and books at: www.elizabetheveking.com  and amazon.com/author/eeking. 
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