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Black Wings
Denny Marshall
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Mr Right?

Human it seems at a distance
but, up close,
with its blank stare,
stilted walk,
arms reaching forward
as if to grab you by the throat,
it is not what
Match.com
led you to believe.

—John Grey

Incorruptible

Walked in the fire
but I never got burned
Fell from a mountain
never broke my bones
Loved me a devil
from the crypts of hell
Who strove to seduce
and devour my soul.

Strode on the bottom
of the ocean floor
Fought in the battles
of hail and blood
Dwelt in a bayou
where the gators dwell
Sang in the chamber
of a thunder cloud.

—Jessica Amanda Salmonson
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Underground or The Act of Naming
J L Higgs

The act of naming is a powerful thing. Words, names, in particu-
lar, have power. In the book of Genesis, each being God has created 
is brought before Adam and he names it. Through that single act, 
Adam gains dominion over each creature. For that reason, amongst 
others, God’s true name remains unknown and therefore, cannot be 
spoken.

 
Hello. 

You don’t know me.
But I do you.
You see, I live here.
Underground.
Here dark shadows dominate light and things seen are not 

necessarily what they appear to be. Trust me. It’s best to be 
careful here. There are some things best left unseen and un-
known.

Have you noticed the air here? How it’s cold, heavy, dank, 
and fetid. The rivulets of water trickling down the face of the 
compressed rock walls are likely the cause. But where the wa-
ter comes from or where it goes, I do not know.

That incessant crystalline sound you hear is also caused by 



10

the streams of water. The sound travels great distances within 
the silence here. Ultimately, it’s swallowed up in darkness.      

Darkness?
Darkness is everywhere. 
It’s all pervasive.
Trust me.  
Darkness is natural, but it’s not like a black hole. Scientists 

have all kinds of theories about black holes. But they don’t 
know black holes. To know something you have to have per-
sonal experience of it.  

You know what’s in black holes?
Nothing.
Nothing but you and endless eternal blackness. Black holes 

are deep empty waterless wall-less wells that suck you down, 
down, down. Inside. What’s up? What’s down? Who knows? 
In a black hole you just close your eyes, and hope, no pray, 
that somehow you’ll find a way out.

Trust me. I know black holes. 
And how do I know you?
Well, I watch you and the others who come and go here. You 

don’t notice me. None of you do, but I’m watching. I wait. And 
I pass my time by naming each of you.  

Her, over there, I’ve named Chewy. See how she mashes 
that gum between her teeth non-stop. Pulverizing it. Her in-
tensity is frightening, like touching a Van der Graff generator. 

That one, Saint Francis. Note the gold wire frame glasses, 
the fringe of hair encircling his balding head, and the contem-
plative look on his elfin face.  

Bassett is the woman in the red and white polka dot dress. 
She’s named for the overwhelming sadness in her downward 
sloping eyes.  

There’re others; Bullet, Old Soul, Toe Walker, Beaker, Squir-
tle, The Bear, Thank You Jesus, Fake Tits Liza, etc… The list 
has gotten quite long over the years. You’re all in my ledger.

     By now you’re likely wondering what name I’ve given 
you.  

That, you don’t need to know, any more than you need to 
know my name. 
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Just remember.
The next time you’re visiting here, underground.
I’ll be watching.
I’ll be waiting.
Trust me.
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Ghost in the Greenhouse

We took a drive and had our say.
I made him stop and let me out.
He sped off as we traded shouts.
The road was long, the sky turned gray.

I wandered long, one car sped by.
At last I saw a place I might
Find shelter from the coming night,
A place to keep me warm and dry.

I trudged through weedy field and stream
To find the house quite mute and dark,
But by it was a glassed-in park;
Inside, a soft-lit gardener’s dream.

I curled up on a couch ‘midst shy
Whiffs of jasmine vines unbound.
Soon I dreamed he came and found
Me unresponsive to his cry.

His sobs aroused me--up I leapt,
But all my shouts and poundings passed
As soft as moth wings on the glass:
He knelt in weeds out where I’d crept.

Out there, a sheriff wondered, “What
Would make her pass that bright abode
To fall out here where none have strode
Since Green Jim’s burial in this lot?”

With terror’s urgency I screeched,
“That can’t be me! Look, here I am!”
Just then, from nothing stood a man
Who said to me, “Dear girl, no speech
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“From us will living ears tune to.
Where now we hover once was my
Beloved green-house where often I
Took refuge when love proved untrue.

“And now, though razed by lightning’s blast,
My green-house rose to welcome you,
Poor girl, your body black and blue,
Mangled by the car that passed.”

“No!” I screamed, and fled my host.
No exit, though, was to be found.
Outside, the living heard no sound
But sighs, like breezes, from my ghost!

—Robbie Ann Lewis
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Last Walk Home
Stephanie Morch Overbey

It was four o’clock exactly, and Kara was first one to push 
through the metal door of her work and escape into the pleas-
ant summer afternoon. She had already refilled her travel mug 
with the last of the coffee from the break room and was ready 
for her long walk home. Most of her co-workers thought she 
was crazy for walking home from work everyday when she 
could easily hop on the bus that stopped right outside the 
door, but the fitness fanatics in the marketing department 
adored her for it.

The truth was that she loved the journey home because it 
was the only time of day when nobody expected anything of 
her. She rode the bus in the morning and inevitability one or 
several of her acquaintances wanted to chat during the entire 
ride. She was so busy at work that she typically had lunch at 
her desk where her phone never stopped ringing. At home, 
her boyfriend Sal was as clingy as a toddler, something that 
was a constant source of irritation in their relationship and it 
was pushing her to her limit. Then there was her mom, her sis-
ter and her best friend Lana who, between the three of them, 
had more drama in their lives than the Kardashians on ste-
roids. The long walk home gave her a chance at equilibrium 
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and time to think. 
“I need to break up with Sal tonight,” she told herself as she 

walked along the busy street. “No excuses.”
 She lingered awhile at the bookstore to chat with the Ray, 

the handsome store owner, and then she was on her way 
again. Kara decided to double back a few blocks to the bakery 
for a bag of sugary beignets. It was Friday, and she deserved 
a treat. Her work had been more demanding than usual since 
she had been put in charge of all the web content for the entire 
company.

“This is the life out here on the street,” she thought as she 
savored her deep-fried treats, not caring that she had little 
specks of powdered sugar all over her dress. She loved watch-
ing the people moving here and there, stopping to chat with a 
friend or to get an espresso from the local barista. After spend-
ing the entirety of the day in a cubicle, this is what she craved 
to feel human again.

The next part of her trek home took her away from the ur-
ban boulevard and first through a lush park, then down nar-
row streets lined with ornate homes, and finally through the 
brick alleyways that led to her boxy apartment with the tacky 
fountain out front that she loved. Kara admired the flowers 
in the park and inhaled their heavy scent deeply, only to be 
rudely awakened from her bliss by the sound of her phone.

“Damn, thought I turned that off!” she thought angrily. 
She reached into her backpack and pulled out her phone, 

feeling more like she’d rather toss it in the street than read 
another stupid text.

“DON’T COME HOME!” it read. The text was from Sal.
“What the hell?” she typed back, taking a deep breath as she 

waited for a response. When she didn’t get one, she called Sal, 
which went straight to voicemail. She wondered if he knew 
her plan to break up with him and was just trying to get the 
upper hand. They had been fighting a lot lately, mostly over 
Sal’s inability to be on his own for ten seconds. But still, none 
of this made sense.

“Stupid son of a bitch can’t tell me not to come home. I pay 
half the rent!” she mumbled.
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After her fifth try to reach him, she gave up and started walk-
ing home again. Anger rose up inside of her like molten lead 
and she wanted to spit fire. The coffee and pastries battled for 
power in her stomach and now left a sour taste in her mouth. 
Now a little more than half way home, her walk had been ru-
ined by Sal’s ridiculous text. As she edged her way back a lit-
tle more slowly than before, she thought of the times that she 
tried to break up with her very needy boyfriend. The irony of 
the situation was not lost on her as a quick smile spread across 
her face since now it seemed he was breaking up with her first. 

As she exited the park, Kara suddenly realized how quiet it 
was. Normally the park would be crawling with kids, joggers 
and their dogs, but it was empty save for the group of people 
over by the duck pond. She couldn’t quite make out what they 
were doing. They were far away, and her eyes were tired, but 
they seemed to be swaying or dancing slowly.

“Strange,” she thought “but not my problem right now.  I’ve 
got bigger things to worry about.”

Kara picked up her pace a little after hearing the mournful 
howls of a dog in the distance. Something about the dog’s cry 
gave her a chill and a sense of urgency. She saw a man running 
down the street, waving his arms above his head as a flock of 
crows rose up behind him. Her brain struggled to process the 
alarming combination of man, birds and the dog’s cries. As 
she stopped to tie her bootlace, she noticed a piece of what 
looked like a blue dress with a daisy pattern on it. She kicked 
at the torn fabric and turned away in disgust as she realized it 
was covered in blood.

“Okay, this day just got weirder.”
She pulled her phone from her backpack again, this time 

hoping to reach her sister. When she got no answer, she tried 
her mom and her friend Lana. Determined now just to get 
home, she began to jog a little, but her legs felt like rubber 
after a few blocks. Getting home had never seemed to take 
this long. Paranoia began to set in and she started to think she 
was the victim of a terrible joke. Every few blocks she heard 
something like a moan or a crunching sound. It was like the 
soundtrack to a horror film.
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The vibration of her phone made her jump, but she was 
grateful for it. She scrambled to get the phone out, but the call 
ended before she could answer. It had been her sister calling. 
With shaking hands Kara hit the call back button as fast as 
she could. The call picked up but the only sound on the line 
was like a muffled vacuum cleaner. Frustrated, she jammed 
the phone into the backpack and sat down on the curb, feeling 
suddenly sick. Chugging down the last of her coffee, she re-
membered that there was a corner market a block away. It was 
not her usual route home, but she was dehydrated and needed 
water. As she entered the store a wave of panic overwhelmed 
her. There was nobody in the store.

“Hello? Anyone here?” she cried out nervously.
Nothing but silence answered her, so she grabbed a couple 

bottles of Evian and crept to the counter. 
“Is it stealing if nobody’s here to take my money?” she won-

dered as she headed towards the door.
Thinking better of it, she went back to the cash register and 

placed a couple of crumpled dollar bills on the counter. That’s 
when she noticed the blood on the floor and on the back of the 
door, and the mangled finger that was hanging from the door 
knob. Kara ran out as fast as she could and down the tree lined 
streets, past the stately historic houses that would eventual-
ly connect her to her own neighborhood. It seemed now that 
there were other people running too, but it didn’t matter. She 
just needed to get home. The aroma of barbeque brought her 
back to her senses, and she slowed her pace to a trot.

“Home, I’m almost there,” she thought excitedly, “I’m go-
ing to make it!”.

Kara’s little apartment had the great fortune to be located 
on the same street as Bubba’s World Famous BBQ, across the 
street from it in fact. The smell of burning flesh smothered in 
sweet and spicy sauce was always a welcoming scent to Kara, 
but now more than ever. It signaled that she was just a block 
away from her sanctuary now, angry boyfriend or not. As she 
bounded around the corner, she was relieved to see Bubba’s 
customers hanging around outside, enjoying his tasty ribs.

“Well, at least Bubba is busy today. Guess the world hasn’t 
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ended after all,” she told herself, sighing with relief. 
Kara took two more steps and stopped. Something wasn’t 

right. The barbeque eaters raised their heads in tandem now, 
casting their gaze upon her as if she were their prey. A blonde 
hipster in a striped shirt and ripped jeans moved slowly to-
wards her with unsteady, jerky movements. His right eye was 
gone, and his skin was blistered and running with a mixture of 
blood and pus. His girlfriend had an open wound going down 
her neck to her ribcage with bits of bone sticking out. The pack 
of zombies were alert to Kara’s presence and made guttural, 
sucking noises as they came towards her.

The world spun around Kara now, and she was paralyzed. It 
was like a bad dream where you know you need to run but the 
sidewalk holds you like sticky tar. Suddenly, a tall, bald man 
burst into the middle of the crowd, chopping at them with a 
butcher knife. Dark blood sprayed him as he sliced through 
one undead body after the next, covering him with gore.

“Run Kara! Get inside now!” Bubba screamed as he contin-
ued to battle.

Her front door was just a few feet away and was already 
open. She got inside and pushed it shut just as one of the zom-
bies reached the door. It banged and clawed at it, drawing 
other zombies to join in. Bubba had saved her! She hoped he 
had made it back inside, but first she needed to check on Sal. 
She called out quietly as she entered the living room, stifling 
a scream as she spied what was left of her boyfriend on the 
beige carpet. His head had been nearly ripped from his body 
and where his stomach had been was a big, gaping hole. Kara 
bent over, holding her knees and trying not to throw up. She 
took the phone from Sal’s hand.

“DON’T COME HOME!” his last text read. 
Now she knew why. Zombies. He wasn’t mad at her, had 

been trying to warn her, but then again, she wouldn’t have 
believed him. It was the last thing she would have expected 
on such a beautiful, sunny day. A noise from the bedroom 
aroused her from her thoughts, and she realized she was not 
alone. Spinning wildly around in search of a weapon, she re-
membered Sal’s baseball bat by the front door. She always 
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complained about him leaving it there because it always fell on 
her foot, but now she was grateful for it. Slinking around the 
corner to the entryway, she reached for it swiftly and threw it 
over her shoulder. Allowing the adrenaline coursing through 
her body to give her strength, she kicked open the bedroom 
door. The zombie came at her with full force, opening its jaw 
wide as it tried to attack her. It was the skinny bitch from next 
door who liked to let her dog take dumps all over the court-
yard and blast Bon Jovi at 3 a.m.

“Never liked you anyway,” Kara thought as she raised the 
bat over her neighbor’s head, crushing what remained of her 
brains into an oozing mess on the floor. 

Having checked out the rest of the apartment and finding 
nothing, living or dead, Kara sank down in a chair and took 
large swallows from a bottle of whisky. She peered outside at 
the zombies dragging along the street as the sun went down. 
Bubba flashed his lantern at her from his second story window 
signaling that he was okay. He held a machete up in a victory 
salute, and then gestured down at the streets below. Kara had 
a feeling this was going to be a busy weekend.
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Book of Shadows

Turnips for the cauldron,
sweet potatoes. Elk, shredded.
Flour is too pedestrian a thickener.
Chickpea. Arrowroot. Toast and blend.

This needs no blessing. Ritual
is in its bones, in the black iron,
stew, waiting supplicants.
Magic in preparation, smoke, and steam.

Still, the priestess steps up,
speech prepared. Looks down
into the cauldron. No one 
knows what she sees
therein. But she stares, silent.

—Robert Beveridge
Sessrumnir

After the fall from the billboard,
he took a wrong turn at Nepenthe
and found himself here, a blue-collar
wallpaper hanger in a hall full
of dead heroes. He did not know
how to use a sword,
   but was
quite handy with polearms.
He figured they were rollers
with weapons of mass destruction
at the end. They were,
however, abysmal
for the application of glue.

—Robert Beveridge
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Under the Thumb of a Demon
Denny Marshall
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Feral Tumbleweeds
Bill Diamond

Monique wanted to lose her mind. Or, at least, run away from 
it’s treadmill shackles.

For months, aimless and overwhelming work demands had 
frazzled her wits. She was in one of those life crisis moments 
everyone has where she hated her job and the rut she was 
in. Somedays her entire claustrophobic existence. The dense 
gloom was an ‘I gotta get the Hell outta here’ funk.  

It put you in the state to take risks. Or, do something atyp-
ical, to convince yourself that you still will. A mood where 
no decision seems foolish. In fact, an impulsive brainstorm is 
masked in the misleading glow of “inspiration”. Boosted by 
the notion that sometimes it pays off in big ways, while sup-
pressing that other times ... not so much.

Thus, the Denver conference excited her. Not for the 
mind-numbing sessions, but as a chance to flee her stifling re-
ality. A weekend escape after the seminar would be a mental 
colonic from wallowing in her wage slave cocoon. 

Lazing in her hotel room, she half-watched a western movie. 
She fixated on the tumbleweeds rolling across the plains. The 
iconic denizens of the open prairie drew her in. Back home in 
the East, Monique had seen facsimiles in museum dioramas. 
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But, she had never experienced them roaming wild in their 
natural habitat. In movies, they are foreboding symbols that 
portend dryness, rot, ruin and death.  In her fog, the images 
evoked a more romantic metaphor. The solitary hero travers-
ing the American West to find adventure and their soul. She 
embraced this vision of tumbleweeds as an emblem of wild-
ness and freedom. 

On the last morning of the seminar, she decided to hunt 
tumbleweeds. It was an appealing lark that cut through her 
gloom. People track Bigfoot or chase tornados. Monique dis-
missed the former as fanciful imaginings, and the latter as 
reckless. But, tumbleweeds? It seemed a harmless escapade 
to search for these reticent, but unfettered souls. An exploit 
on the edge of the unknown. A charming story to tell at the 
bar and a tonic for her angst. Monique embraced the quest 
to capture a sighting. It would be an excursion down a rarely 
traveled back alley of the frontier.  

When the conference ended at noon, Monique bolted for an 
encounter with these elusive vagabonds. She grabbed a coat 
to cover her white blouse, black skirt and thin grey leggings. 
Tossing her handbag in the rental car, she was off.  

From Denver, most tourists journey West to the mountains. 
On this overcast winter day, Monique went Northeast. She 
drove to the forgotten side of the state. Hours later, she was 
in the spartan expanse of Colorado’s high desert plains.  In 
the back of the timeless backlands, she drove beyond the foul 
fracking operations. This was an area people had deemed un-
worthy of the effort to tame.  

Monique flew down striated dirt roads too irregular to label 
corduroy. Racing nowhere and chasing freedom, her mood 
lifted and tension waned.

It was approaching the brink of evening. This part of the re-
mote Pawnee National Grassland was bereft of other humans. 
Narrow roads criss-crossed the empty landscape. She passed 
a superfluous and bullet-pocked speed limit sign. Monique 
had no specific destination. On an aimless wander, she took 
narrow and poorly maintained dirt tracks. The car skirted the 
deeper holes and shuddered through frozen grooves. In the 
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March gloom, a strong wind out of the Southwest whipped 
the dry grass and put a bite in the cold air. The lonely Pawnee 
Buttes hid somewhere to the North. The Rockies were a dis-
tant smudge on the western horizon.

The desert was a somber and desolate ecosystem. Unlike the 
water blessed and forested mountains, life here was sparse. It 
was furtive and mostly nocturnal. A lone mule deer grazed 
near the skeleton of a toppled metal windmill. The creature 
looked like prey. It was alert and skittish.

Unsuccessful searching, and the coming dusk, dampened 
Monique’s whimsical mood. She considered abandoning her 
romp. Then, on the fringe of her vision, she caught sight of 
a moving smear on the dusty landscape. Turning her head 
to the left, the quarry resolved into clearer focus. Her pulse 
quickened with this tentative glimpse of active tumbleweeds. 
The sight dredged up memories of summer camp tales about 
vampire tumbleweeds and their night attacks. She had dis-
missed them as fantasies designed to frighten credulous chil-
dren. However, bleakness and isolation will poke the back of 
your imagination.

The animated brush was pressing in an irregular wave over 
the austere range. Monique had assumed tumbleweeds were 
independent and solitary. Yet, this swarm was moving in uni-
son. It appeared to be a moderate size herd.  

Their direction almost paralleled hers. Decaying remnants 
of a barbed wire fence lined the arrow straight road. She spot-
ted a bleached skull propped against one of the leaning wood 
posts. As she adjusted her speed to match the blurry move-
ment, the fence ended and the grassland opened. Monique 
had passed the point where man had left nature to harshness 
and wild creatures. She felt a muffled prickle of warning, but 
was too beguiled to pay it heed.

She paced the tumbleweeds. Slowed when they slowed. 
Moved faster when the wind picked up.  After a distance, she 
stopped and opened the window to better study the rambling 
horde. A raw wind animated the mass and stirred a fog of dust 
to encase the tumbleweeds and distort the details. They moved 
deliberately through the short prairie grass. Lightly-treading 
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migrants leaving no trace.
The retreating sunset lit a tattered shroud of roiling clouds. 

Its darkening palette showcased streaks of orange and forest 
fire reds in a sky as boundless as the land. There was a tinge 
of virulent purple. The nightfall was a fireworks finale before 
the plunge into darkness. In contrast to the blazing clouds, the 
ground melted into muted hints of shadow. Darkness coming 
closer.

On a grand scale, the land was flat. Up close, it was riven 
with dry ravines and washes concealing the contents of black 
hollows. Monique accelerated to get in front of the pack, then 
parked on the gravel shoulder. She could stay within the pro-
tective shelter of the car. Safe. Separated from the life. But that 
would miss the point.

She shrugged into her light jacket annoyed at her poor prepa-
ration for the winter elements. Monique exited and a stiletto 
wind slashed. She hunched her shoulders, thrust bare hands 
into her pockets and headed for a closer look. She jumped a 
shallow depression and strayed into the desiccated terrain. Te-
nacious buffalo grass formed islands of durable sod. Clumps 
of sharp yucca; open rock; low spiked bushes; and determined 
weeds greeted her. Caramel soil crunched under her decora-
tive boots. Each step sounded liked the cracking of a bird’s 
fragile bones. The air tasted arid and ancient. Monique had 
never been anywhere this endless and eternal. She felt tran-
sient.

Movement brought her back to her task. The route of the ap-
proaching tumbleweeds wasn’t as straight as it had appeared. 
A stern wind drove the wild weeds in her direction, but in an 
unpredictable path. An errant gust detoured them more to the 
East, before they resumed their Northeast march. An aimless 
meander, like a person questioning their goals.

This was the frontier spectacle she had hoped for when she 
left town. Intimate contact with a rarely experienced totem. 
The display was more impressive than finite pictures or vid-
eos could convey. The creatures’ fluid mobility and accidental 
journey made them mysterious and mystical.

Like a storm chaser catching a tornado, the excitement of 
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discovery mixed with anxiety. Monique wasn’t sure what to 
do next. Advance or retreat. Shivering from chill and uncer-
tainty, she moved deeper. It was as much to generate heat as 
from decision.

The itinerant mob vaulted a dry creek bed. Then, with a lull 
in the tempest, they slowed to a stop. The drifters scattered in 
several rows along a fifty yard front. Monique guessed there 
were about forty in the pack. It was hard to be precise in the 
dimming light. The individuals blurred together as they hun-
kered down. They were camouflaged by coloring that was 
near identical to the field grass and soil.

The untamed souls ranged in size. A handful of the young 
were barely eighteen inches high. Most were two to three feet 
at the shoulder. Ominously, many large alpha males were over 
four feet tall. These had more heft and substance than their 
gaunt compatriots. And, a darker, nasty color. Their feral maj-
esty in the waning glow transfixed Monique. Eons of humans 
had dealt with nature as a daily routine. To her neophyte eyes, 
these ramblers had a hint of the surreal. Angled illumination 
from the dying sun gave their skeletal bodies a sinister look.  

The nomadic tribe appeared to be catching its collective 
breath before continuing the stampede. Monique imagined 
they were ruminating on how to deal with her intrusion into 
their domain.

Time continued an accelerating drift into obscurity. The 
day’s last beacons were a signal to return to human realms. 
The scudding clouds burnt out to cigar ash grey. It was the 
transition time to night when subconscious fantasies infect 
and hinder clear perception. Common objects become omi-
nous at dusk. The known becomes unknown. The mundane 
scary. The dark summons our demon dreams.

Monique considered herself a rational skeptic. Yet, no one is 
a complete skeptic alone in the dark with unexplained move-
ment flickering on the edge of vision. She was apprehensive 
for the first time. Her outlaw adversaries swayed with a breeze 
as if restive. A few agitated, smaller creatures edged forward 
before settling again. She turned to go. A strong gust objected 
and whipped dust into her face.
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The tumbleweeds used the diversion to strike. Like a well-
trained battalion given the order to “Advance”, they jumped 
forward. Charging at a breakneck pace, the juveniles bounced 
in large acrobatic leaps. The larger ones rolled, but were agile 
for their bulk. Thin tentacle limbs seemed to reach out like 
claws to grab the ground and propel them forward.

Monique’s emotions raced through changes as fast as the 
last colors on the now menacing clouds.  An abrupt shift from 
daylight delight to nighttime fright. The cold became fore-
boding. The horizon darkened and disappeared. The world 
shrunk and wrapped the isolation in a blanket of primal dread.

Caught off guard, Monique took a step backwards toward 
the protection of the car. Monique was acutely aware she was 
alone in their desolate kingdom. It seemed the tumbleweeds 
would pass to her right as they continued their frenzied dash. 
The buffeting air created an out of tune symphony of whistles, 
rustling grass and churning pebbles. She had the irrational no-
tion these wraiths were moving with deliberate and malicious 
intent. The thought had barely formed, when the gale turned 
to sweep due East.

They pivoted and rushed straight for her. Remembering 
tumbleweeds sported sharp thorns, she imagined razor talons 
bearing down on her. Unnerved and vulnerable, Monique re-
treated toward the road. The enveloping dark obscured the 
ground. Tangled grass and weeds grabbed her feet. She stum-
bled on the uneven dirt.  

Monique looked back at her closing attackers. Windblown 
grit pelted her exposed skin. The first gang was almost on her. 
They spread along a jagged line, but several had her in their 
sights. More terrifying, the gale had swept a larger wave from 
a gully to join the chase. 

As she continued her flight, Monique thought she heard a 
low and savage growl. ‘They’re just dead plants.’ she told her-
self to settle her jumbled mind.

A brier grazed her calf slicing a gash in her leggings. Star-
tled, she screamed and leaned away. Her left foot twisted on 
loose soil and she went down. Flailing hands protected her 
face, but her body hit hard.  The impact jolted her hip and 
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smashed her knee. The soft office skin on her hands tore on the 
blistered ground.

Fear-pulsing adrenaline drove her up to her knees. Monique 
turned and was eye level with a seething flood of brutish tum-
bleweeds. She threw an arm in front of her face and braced for 
the onslaught. As a midsize beast aimed for a direct strike, it 
hit a rock and became airborne. The skeleton grazed her right 
shoulder. For an instant, it’s wiry limbs raked Monique and 
she inhaled it’s dusty aroma. It seemed to murmur an enraged 
whisper in her ear. From a distance, they had an almost pleas-
ing structural integrity. But, like people, it’s different up close. 
More is revealed - flaws, aggression, cruelty.

The swirling river engulfed her. Small weeds bounded into 
the air like bats and clutched at her head with a territorial 
hostility. She swatted at them and sliced her already bloody 
hands. Wailing, Monique yanked to dislodge them. They took 
swatches of hair. 

Pushing up, she winced with a burn of knee pain. The ex-
ploding air and the soot and the blackness mocked and disori-
ented her. Further blinded by whipping hair and panic, she 
was adrift in the chaos. Desperate, she limped forward.

Monique heard the beasts crashing into the car. She was al-
most there. Safe. She swerved in what she hoped was the right 
direction.

A large tumbleweed hit her square in the back. She survived 
the force of the strike, but her legs got tangled in its grabbing 
arms. Monique’s hands shot forward as her body contorted. 
This time her skull took the main collision. Her left temple hit 
a rock. The crack of breaking bone horrified her in the instant 
before the pain erupted and she blacked out.   

After an indeterminate time, she opened crusted eyelids. 
The fury of the wind had weakened and the night was hushed. 
Monique’s torn clothes revealed an etching of slashed and 
punctured flesh. When she tried to move from her back, the 
pain blurred her vision and immobilized her torso. She sensed 
blood continued to ooze from her throbbing skull. Hair stuck 
to a clotted pool of gore and dirt.

The icy desert gravel sucked her body heat. A slight breeze 
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further chilled her cooling body. But, the plunging cold 
brought no relief from the pain. The wind moved a small and 
malformed tumbleweed to her head. The straggler rocked and 
small spikes further scarred her face. Monique grimaced and 
tried to lift her arm to ward it off.  She was too weak even for 
this basic survival motion. The pest lingered for a while, then 
grew bored and rolled away. 

Indifferent stars indicated the clouds had dissipated. Still, 
their light didn’t penetrate the ground level murk. Despite the 
ringing in her ears, Monique heard things moving. A forlorn 
darkness concealed whatever was there.  Her mind strained to 
detect little noises at the edge of sensation.  

Monique was unsure what was real and what were fever-
ish manifestations of her fears. She tried to yell, but a parched 
and wounded gurgle was all that emerged. It caused a shifting 
in the shadows. She fought hysteria and creeping hopeless-
ness. Willing herself to stay alert, she gathered the remnants 
of her strength. If she could get to the car, she could survive 
the night.  Through wracking pain, she struggled to move her 
body to allow her to crawl. She twisted then collapsed in tor-
ment and shivering exhaustion. She descended back to uncon-
sciousness.  

Her eyes fluttered open again. A complicit sliver moon 
was rising. It cast light to reveal the hungry eyes of drooling 
scavengers. These weren’t imagined threats. They were real 
claw and fang hunters. They knew their role in the world. She 
was aware enough to feel pain and terror. But, desperation 
couldn’t overcome her body’s paralysis. When Monique tried 
again to make noise, her lips didn’t move.

With waning rationality, Monique grasped that women had 
scratched for millennia to escape this elementary struggle. She 
had voluntarily returned. Above, in the gawking wasteland 
sky, she saw the lights of an airplane. It racing to a civilized 
world and a boring life she would never rejoin. 

The predators scuffed closer to start their feeding frenzy.
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Bad Day on the Job

Chained to your terrors,
try being calm
with raw shoulders
jutting through tattered shirt
and rubbing against damp brick,
and your legs in irons,
weighed down with standing.

Your stomach bloats
from memory of sustenance
then shrinks to the reality
of your naked ribs.
Muscles shrivel.
Arms ache.
Fingers give up blood for lost.
Your only company
is the deaf-mute jailer
who's constantly sharpening
his array of torture implements.

Rats nibble at your bare toes.
Brown water drips down your cheeks,
The musty air defies breathing.

You never imagined
such a down side
to rescuing princesses in towers.
You thought maybe the
occasional rope burn.

—John Grey
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Charity Is Its Own Reward 
Paul Lubaczewski

No-one WANTS to hitchhike in this day and age. There might 
have been a time, years ago, when the concept had seemed 
romantic and liberating, but now, it just seemed dangerous 
and tiring. The only tiring things people really appreciated 
anymore, were the kind that was found in a gym, or better yet, 
in a series of exercises that could be quickly and easily found 
on YouTube. The only random strangers anyone wants to help 
anymore, or talk to anymore, involve GoFundMe pages and 
Facebook.

 But sometimes cars die, and phones are sitting in your of-
fice desk back at work.

 The circumstance combined to leave an isolated figure 
walking backward in a drizzle. His thumb was thrust forlorn-
ly out towards the road. His other hand was thrust deep into 
his pocket for the meager heat that provided. While it kept 
feeling in the hand, it did nothing to make him look more 
trustworthy, something he needed for a passerby to deem him 
safe enough to help on this night. The figure considered the 
catch-22 he was in, but having one hand not freezing was bet-
ter than none.

 Still, trustworthy looking or not, it was no excuse for what 
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happened next. The way the car slowed down, giving him a 
brief moment of hope at salvation. The way it swerved and 
gassed directly into the huge pond of water next to him, send-
ing it up in an arcing spray that drenched him right to the 
bone. As the figure whirled to view his assailant, the middle 
finger that came out through the window was only insult to 
grievous injury. 

None of that was called for. But what happened next was 
worse. 

He was walking home. The bar had been pretty cool tonight, 
it was trivia night, and Jim kicked ass at trivia night. He was 
pretty heavily buzzed, but not shit faced. Which was why he 
realized he was being followed by someone.He’d caught a 
glimpse of them back there a couple of times since they’d acci-
dentally kicked a bottle alerting him to their presence.

It was probably a mugger, that made the most sense. But if it 
was a mugger, he’d expect the person to pick up their pace to 
catch him, instead, they seemed content to shadow him. Sure, 
there was a possibility they were just heading the same way, 
but at one in the morning, Jim couldn’t help but doubt that. It 
seemed highly unlikely.

This led to the thought that whoever it was, was herding 
him towards some kind of trap. That he’d pass at some pre-or-
dained street only to have a hand come out to grab him. No 
way was that happening, Jerry made a point of crossing the 
street to take a side street he almost never bothered with. He 
wasn’t falling for that!

Still back there. 
Well if the fucker wanted to fight, he was in for a hell of a 

surprise. Instinctively his hand massaged the 9MM inside his 
jacket, yeah, a hell of a surprise. He wasn’t worried, at least 
not for his safety, but this was a hassle that he didn’t need. 
Hopefully, the guy following him would just take a hint and 
blow, but you always had to be prepared in this stinking city 
you might have to shoot some asshole. At least he could walk 
more confidently, whatever trap might have been laid for him, 
he’d already blown it. One more turn and he’d have complete-
ly ruined it.
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At least that was the idea, it was a shame that such well-
planned self-defense ended with a blinding light as something 
hit him brutally in the head as he rounded his next corner. 

Light. He could sense it through his eyelids. His brain was a 
wash of confusion. But he knew he felt the light telling him to 
wake up. Something happened, but whatever it was, he was 
alive, so had to be good. He forced his eyes to open a little and 
immediately closed them to save himself from the blinding 
light pointed right at him.

 He heard a creak of something metal and the intensity of 
the light he could sense through the thin membrane of an eye-
lid decreased. Someone knew he was awake now, and didn’t 
want to blind him, that was even better they were looking out 
for him.

The second he opened his eyes, his vision was filled with 
a mad face! Nothing could grin like that without being com-
pletely mental! The glittering eyes were focused with almost 
hateful intensity on him.

“Who?” he croaked.
 “Hi, Jerry! Welcome to the show!” 
Jerry saw a glint of steel in the light from the lamp and felt 

a searing pain as it was plunged into his shoulder! The world 
went black again. 

Jerry woke more slowly this time. There was no light directly 
on his face, he came from a long way off it felt as if he was 
waking directly from a dream. Maybe it had been a nightmare 
of some kind, it was lunacy to think something like that really 
happened. Even if it did happen, there was no way you get 
woken up by a crazed killer, get stabbed, and then wake up as 
peacefully as this seemed to be occurring.

His eyes cautiously opened, to see that the room he was in 
was dimly lit this time. His memory from his previous awaken-
ing focused, and his eyes came wide immediately. He couldn’t 
see many details in the room a tray of some kind, and a door, 
it was still too dim to see the objects on the tray.

Then, to his surprise, he noticed, there wasn’t any pain from 
his shoulder! 
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What in the hell? 
 There were footsteps approaching the door, it swung open 

bringing in more light, a hand reached over and turned on 
the overhead causing Jerry to wince in pain at the brightness. 
There was a figure silhouetted by the light standing in the 
doorway. “Awake again? Maybe we can make it last a little bit 
longer this time?”

When it stepped forward the figure resolved itself, it became 
a man, in his twenties, dark hair, pale skin, a very tight thin 
face. He wasn’t wearing much of an expression at all, maybe 
a very subdued smirk, but that could have only been Jerry’s 
imagination searching for a motive for what had happened 
before. The man was certainly the man who had wounded 
him before.

Jerry tried to get up to defend himself, for an attack he was 
sure was coming, only to find that he couldn’t! Panic drove 
him to full alert! He gawked down at his hands, only to see 
them strapped to the chair he sat in! There was also another 
band across his chest! He couldn’t see from where he was, but 
he was sure that his legs were similarly strapped in, he could 
feel the leather dig into his skin as he attempted to force them 
to move!

The man went over to the tray, Jerry briefly saw a small 
smile cross his face, “Yeah, I can’t quite let you move around 
at the moment, so jerking around like that is going to be pretty 
fruitless. But, if it makes you happy, please continue.”

The man turned back from the tray, Jerry’s eyes bulged 
when he saw the scalpel in his hand! The man smiled wide, 
“Now, you got nowhere to go, and no way to get there. Me? I 
got some things I need to get out of my system, and I’m gonna 
get ‘em out on you. About all, you can really do is sit back and 
enjoy it.” The man considered what he had said for a moment, 
before adding, “Or, not.”

With that, he plunged the scalpel directly into Jerry’s fore-
arm, and began to yank it viciously, twisting to cause the most 
pain possible! 

Jerry woke again, this time to being slapped in the face. “C’mon 
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sunshine, nobody passes out for that long! It’s not like I hurt 
you!”

He opened his eyes to look at the same face that had greeted 
him before. “Who?” he croaked through his dry lips.

“Well that my friend, is an answer you aren’t going to get 
yet,” the figure said cheerfully. The figure turned away from 
Jerry and fiddled with something on the table, causing Jerry’s 
heart to race with anticipation of the torture that was to come.

“Why?”
The man turned holding what looked like a torch in his 

hand, “Well, you would think it would be pretty obvious? I 
don’t like you kid!” The man giggled a bit at that before add-
ing, “But more than that, you just aren’t ready to hear.”

The man flicked a lighter in front of the torch igniting it. 
Sweat formed on Jerry’s brow as he gawked at the thing as 
if hypnotized. The man looked at his face, and followed his 
stare, “Well, we’ve done pretty good with slashing and cutting 
so far, but now, I thought we’d try something else for variety. 
A bit of bright lights and burnt hair.”

The man leaned close, Jerry could feel the heat emanating 
from the lit torch coming closer to him!

Moments later the air filled with screams and the smell of 
burning flesh.

He woke again with a start, Jerry had no idea how long this 
had been going on at this point, but it had been ingrained in 
him what to expect when he woke. Sure enough, the man was 
sitting across from him, waiting for him to regain conscious-
ness. But there was a new wrinkle to his predicament, he could 
see an IV needle taped to his arm leading away from a bag 
hanging on a hook next to his torture chair. 

The man smiled, but that meant nothing, since he’d been 
here the man had often seemed quite pleased about some very 
horrible things. “Morning Jear Bear! How’s every little thing? 
Well, I’m sure you noticed the IV huh? Can’t let a fellow die 
from dehydration, can I?”

The man came forward a little bit making Jerry wince auto-
matically. Instead, the man almost lovingly caressed his face 
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with his hand. It made a rough noise, from the stubble that 
now covered Jerry’s miserable visage. He looked directly into 
Jerry’s eyes, and his smile grew wider, “I got good news for 
you buddy? Soon, very soon, I’ll be able to trust you without 
those restraints on. Hell, I’m even gonna make you a meal! 
Actual red meat, won’t that be great? Might even tell you why 
you’ve been spending all this time in that chair.”

The man released his face and turned again. Jerry’s mind 
reeled with confusion, why on earth was the man going to let 
him go after everything he’d done to Jerry? For what purpose? 
Was he just releasing Jerry so he could have a last meal be-
fore the man killed him? Was that it? He had long ago given 
up hope of understanding why his wounds were always gone 
when he woke up, but after everything that had happened he 
couldn’t believe this fiend was going to let him just walk out 
of here.

Jerry heard the sharp whine of a Dremel tool fire up on the 
bench and winced in anticipation. The man turned with the 
instrument whirling away in his grasp. That’s when the man 
smiled! For the first time, Jerry could really see his teeth, most 
importantly, his canines! Long and sharp, they hung down in 
his mouth over the lower teeth! Oh god! Was that what this 
was about?Jerry had given up on doubting things as “unbe-
lievable” at that point, so adding this dimension now wasn’t 
that far-fetched, was he going to be food? 

As Jerry watched, the man, instead of turning the machine 
on Jerry as he had feared, turned the Dremel attached with 
what appeared to be one of the grinding fixtures on his own 
elongated canines! As Jerry watched slack-jawed with won-
der, the fiend was grinding them down! The air filled with 
smoke and the smell of burning bone quickly, causing Jerry 
to cough a bit, and to try not to breathe the stench through his 
nose. When he thought the sound and the smell would drive 
him mad, it suddenly cut off, as the man had turned off the 
Dremel and set it down.

He smiled at Jerry now, showing off a set of perfectly normal 
looking teeth. “It’s the only way I can go out for any length of 
time without someone noticing. But don’t you worry about 
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your old playmate, no matter what I do, they’ll be back, ex-
actly the same within a couple of hours. It’s a bitch, but I’m a 
slave to my social life.”

The man started humming tunelessly to himself, turning 
back to place the Dremel down on the rack of implements that 
resided in the room. When he turned back around, he asked, 
“Now, how do we feel about vice grips today?” 

“Jerry,” the voice whispered, “it’s time to get up Jerry.” 
Jerry knew that voice, he associated it with pain, terrible, 

terrible pain. But now, he associated it with something else, 
something completely different. He couldn’t seem to put a 
name to the emotion. But he had been called, he needed to 
wake up now.

He opened his eyes to see the man staring intently with his 
bloodshot blue eyes. The man smiled when he saw Jerry open 
his eyes, “There you are Jear Bear! You worried me for a sec-
ond.”

Jerry stared at the man in confusion. His nose began to 
itch, causing him to automatically reach up and scratch it. It 
dawned on him immediately after he did it, he COULD reach 
up and scratch his nose! He stared, in disbelief, at his own 
hand in front of his face. So, enraptured by the concept, he 
almost neglected to scratch at the itch that had been bothering 
him! 

“Yes, that’s right, I can trust you now Jerry. Lucky for you, 
I think I’m finally done with the things I wanted to do to you 
huh? You can’t just live on negative emotions forever right?”

What did the man mean that he could trust him now? He 
could, of course, but why would he be surprised by that? Was 
there ever a time that he couldn’t? Jerry’s brain felt confused, 
addled somehow, the situation made no sense to him, and he 
felt that there was some other larger context that he couldn’t 
understand anymore. All that he knew was that he was com-
pletely trustworthy for the man, he had no real choice in it.

“You’re confused, I know, I suppose it’s to be expected.I sup-
pose you deserve to know my name, since we’ve been through 
so much together you and I, it’s Aiden, but reasons that will 
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become more and more obvious, I would prefer if you refer to 
me in the formal of Sir. You got that buddy?”

“Yes....uh.... Sir?”
 “Beautiful! See how good we get along already? Well, I 

didn’t just let you out of your restraints so we could talk. I 
brought you some food,” the man turned to the cart, but in-
stead of some new instrument of pain, this time he turned back 
holding a tray which he set across the chair in front of Jerry. 
On it, was a large slab, and slab was the only operative term, 
of steak. It was just like how Jerry wanted it, barely cooked at 
all, he could see the bloody juices leaking all over the plate, 
making his mouth water with anticipation! 

Aiden looked at him, he could see the thin stream of drool 
beginning to leak out the side of Jerry’s mouth. Aiden smiled 
at Jerry, waiting to eat, like a very well-trained dog standing 
next to a full dish of kibble. Finally, he relented, “Go ahead 
Jerry, dig on in there. You can listen to me explain things while 
you eat. That should be easy enough, yes?”

“Yes Sir, “Jerry replied obediently.
 “Wonderful,” Aiden watched with some satisfaction as Jer-

ry cut off a piece of meat and bolted it down like a lion with a 
kill. “Try chewing Jerry, you’ll enjoy it better.”

“Yes Sir,” Jerry responded automatically, as he savored the 
bloody juices in his mouth for a moment before diving back in 
for more.

“I know everything about you Jerry, and except for what 
I’ve done to you, you know nothing about me. Let’s rectify 
that, shall we? Let’s start with something miraculous huh? 
My saliva and blood seems to be willing and able to heal any 
wound on a living person, now isn’t that the most miraculous 
thing you’ve ever hear?”

 “Yes Sir,” Jerry mumbled around a bloody hunk of meat.
 “I know you have an ex-wife, no kids Jerry, nobody that’s 

going to miss you much. Well, I had a wife too, and a little son, 
barely three. We had just gotten a house, she had a decent job, 
and so did I, nothing fancy, but the bills got paid. Mine was in 
an office, which meant in the city. Had a bit of a commute, but 
it wasn’t that bad. It was worth it to me you know? To have a 
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place with a yard, so my son could grow up normal. Not all 
packed in and paranoid like in the city.”

Aiden pulled up a chair and sat down before continuing, 
“I suppose with all the miles I had to put on the car, I should 
have gotten it serviced more. But you know, bills and every-
thing, they pile up, including the one for the cell phone. I had a 
company one, I usually left it at the office, but I figured, why in 
the hell do I need a personal one anyway? We had a computer 
and a phone at home, and I had a cell phone for when I was in 
the city right? That was, until the car broke down on the way 
home.

I didn’t have any phone, and I didn’t have a car. On one of 
those windy country roads you get, even really close to the 
city really. Nothing I could do but get out and start walking. 
Then I figured I’d hitchhike, got one ride, a nice older couple. 
Guess they could remember when hitchhiking was a pretty 
common thing, and hell, I had a suit on. 

 They would be the last people to talk to me. I was walk-
ing on a wooded road, just trying to walk backward with my 
thumb stuck in the air, cars passing me by, the night begin-
ning to get cool. Some complete bastard actually took a mo-
ment to drive into an enormous puddle, it soaked me to the 
bone. I whipped around to just stare at the prick who did it. 
To try and convey with my sopping wet stare what a dick he 
was. It was right then that I was attacked. Someone with in-
credibly enormous strength seized me, and dragged me forc-
ibly into the woods! I died there Jerry, the blood was drained 
from my sopping wet body right there on the side of the road 
as the bastard who doused me drove off chuckling about how 
funny it was to soak me. Right before I blacked out, I could 
feel something warm and wet on my lips, my dying lips Jerry. 
That something gave me another life, this one.”

 Jerry swallowed hard on a piece of meat before asking, 
“And, what is this life, Sir?”

 “I’m a vampire Jerry, I would have thought that much was 
obvious by now!” Aiden laughed. “Do you know anyone else 
that has to grind their teeth down before going out? I don’t 
want to be a vampire, let me stress that. I want to be a husband 
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and a father, but that’s been taken from me. I have no idea 
why the one who made me did it, he wasn’t there when I woke 
up stuffed in a drain pipe. I figured it out on my own pretty 
quickly, it’s amazing what instinct will do for you, especial-
ly if yours are heightened to an extreme like mine are. Your 
stomach growling because you can smell someone’s blood 
through their skin, well, you figure it out. You also figure out 
how to pile up money quickly. Hey, you start eating people 
for dinner, you figure out ways to pile up their money quick.”

 Now, I’m cursed, I can’t go to my wife and kid. You can’t 
say, ‘Daddy has some issues he’s working through, by the 
way, which neighborhood kid called you names again?’ It 
doesn’t work that way. But you’re going to keep me company 
Jerry, you’re going to keep me company for a long time.”

“Me Sir?” Jerry’s eyes got wide.
“Oh yes. You know they say, right before you die, you re-

member every minute detail. Like it’s all crystal clear, and just 
pinpoint accurate? You ever hear that Jerry? Well, it’s true, 
which was why I could remember every letter and number on 
the license plate of your Lexus Jerry! It took me a few years, to 
get a place, to get a computer to look you up, it’s hard when 
you have to always work at night, but here we are Jerry.

If you had just stopped the fucking car, Jerry! I would be 
alive right now, at home with my wife and my kid! Maybe if 
you hadn’t decided it was funny to be cruel Jerry, I might not 
have been caught unaware by the monster! Maybe, I would 
still be alive right now Jerry!”

Aiden was gasping with pent-up rage, rage even Aiden had 
thought he had already vented on Jerry’s tender body. He 
took a deep ragged breath before beginning again, “I learned 
things since then Jerry. How to make a servant, an absolutely, 
one hundred percent reliable and trustworthy one. Tried it out 
on a stray cat first, but then again what are you, Jerry, if not 
a stray animal nobody wants? There was a little something of 
me in that IV Jerry. Something to keep ya’ honest as it were.

So, for the rest of your life, every day of it, you are going 
to be doing all the daytime things I can’t do. You’re going to 
guard me. Some nights when I can’t go out, you’ll serve as 
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my personal larder of food. On the nights, where all that you 
helped take from me gets too painful for me, on those nights, 
I will do something you never could do Jerry. I’m going to 
share with you. I am going to share every ounce of the pain in 
my soul on your aching body!”
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Regarding Ernie

Head on a dresser,
morning sunshine on mouth
evokes the warmest
of smiles

as if the one decapitated
appreciates the axe
that lopped off his cranium.

But, come dusk,
a shadow falls across the face,
the lower jaw
drops into the darkness
of deep sorrow

the expression of a man
who truly regrets
taking up the offer
of a drink or two
in a stranger’s apartment.

Yes, light does strange things

—John Grey
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Shapeshifter
Denny Marshall
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The Sisterhood at the Edge of Eternity
Steve Carr

The shimmering silver underbelly of the enormous ship broke 
through the dense, dark clouds as it descended into the gale 
force winds that swept the planet’s surface. Eight large metal-
lic legs with claw-like feet extended out from the sides of the 
ship. Plumes of vapor shot out of vents that encircled the per-
fectly round saucer-like craft. As the feet touched the ground 
they gripped the dark red soil and the ship came to a complete 
stop. A ramp slowly slid out of the ship’s side, reaching to the 
ground. A moment later a portal covered with a transparent 
membranous curtain opened at the top of the ramp and Sister 
Banca stepped out, flanked on each side by a nine foot tall lyx-
onian. She carried in her arms a red box that glowed brightly 
in the dim light of the storm. 

At the bottom of the ramp she and the lyxonians looked up 
as a piercing screech sounded from within the clouds. With 
its dark purple leathery wings spread, jagged teeth barred 
and front talons outstretched, the dragon burst through the 
clouds, diving straight for them.

Simultaneously the lyxonians quickly removed their weap-
ons from their belts and aimed it at the dragon. Sister Ban-
ca shifted the box to one arm and reached out her hand and 
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placed it gently on the skeletally thin orange arm of one of the 
lyxonians. Immediately both lyxonians lowered their weap-
ons.

The dragon pulled in its talons, swooped upward and dis-
appeared into the clouds.

Holding the box close to her chest, with the wind ripping at 
her blood red habit, Sister Banca and the lyxonians crossed the 
drawbridge to the open gates of the convent.

Standing at the gate, Sister Glary said, “Welcome home, Sis-
ter Banca. We pray your trip was successful.”

“I must see Mother Superior immediately,” Sister Banca 
said.

She nodded to the lyxonians who then in unison turned and 
walked back across the bridge, headed back toward their ship.

Sister Glary closed and locked the gates, hit the lever to raise 
the bridge, and then followed Sister Banca down the stone 
path to the convent doors and then inside.  

The long corridor was lit by white orbs of light that float-
ed in midair beneath the Gothic hammer beamed ceiling. The 
orbs cast flickering shadows on the statues of sisters dating 
back two thousand years standing in alcoves in the walls. Ex-
cept for the swooshing of the hem of the habits of the two sis-
ters brushing the stone floor, the convent was silent. 

The large wooden double doors with round polished brass 
handles opened just as the sisters reached it. At the open door-
way, they genuflected.

Sitting in a throne-like chair behind a desk made from a 
large slab of stone and covered in white lace, the mother supe-
rior lifted her hand. “Rise and enter,” she said.  

Sister Banca raced up to the desk and placed the box in front 
of the mother superior. “These are the ones we have been seek-
ing, and found just in time,” she said excitedly.

Mother Superior crossed her arms, inserting her hands in 
the sleeves of her habit. “We have thought that many times 
before,” she said. “Did they pass the first test?”

“Yes, Reverend Mother,” Sister Banca said. “They’re hu-
manoid, but their power of empathic thought is the strongest 
I’ve ever seen, especially the female. They will make great 
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leaders.”
“Open the box,” Mother Superior said.
Sister Banca unlatched the box and slowly raised the lid. A 

rainbow of color shot out of the box.
Mother Superior let out a scream of pain and put her hands 

to her temples. “Close it now,” she cried out.
“I’m sorry, Reverend Mother,” Sister Banca said as she 

slammed down the lid.
Wiping beads of perspiration from her cheek with the back 

of her hand, Mother Superior said, “How is it possible that 
they can possess so much emotional knowledge at their stage 
of development?”

“The lyxonians found their mothers on an obscure, dying 
planet at the edge of the galaxy. Nothing is known about the 
lineage of the embryos, but it doesn’t matter. As you can see, 
unlike all the others they communicate feelings even in their 
cryogenic state,” Sister Banca said.

Slowly standing, Mother Superior turned toward the large 
stained glass window behind her chair and looked out. Two 
bright green dragons were circling a twister that skimmed 
across the barren landscape.

“It does matter,” she said. “We can’t jeopardize the sister-
hood’s sole purpose for existing by making any mistakes in 
what embryos are selected.” She turned around and looked at 
the two sisters. “Take these two to the nursery and I will think 
on it.”

Sister Banca picked up the box. “Yes, Reverend Mother,” 
she said. 

She walked out of the room with Sister Glary following be-
hind.   

“I had never seen the reverend mother look so frightened 
by the power of any of the embryos before,” Sister Glary said.

“Me neither,” Sister Banca said as she tightly hugged the 
box.

The two sisters descended the long winding stairs to the cav-
ernous nursery. There, 1400 large glass bottles filled with liq-
uid, each containing an embryo, egg or other unborn life form 
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from pairs of seven hundred different sentient beings gathered 
from seven hundred planets in the galaxy were being tended 
to by the ten other sisters in the order. 

As Sister Glary stopped to record in the log the arrival of 
the new embryos, Sister Banca carried the box down a long 
aisle until she found two empty bottles. She set the box aside 
and unscrewed the tops of the bottles and placed the lids on 
the table beside them. Using tubing that ran from a network of 
tubing she filled the bottles with life sustaining fluid that also 
prohibited continued development of the unborn. She then 
opened the box and immediately staggered backwards a few 
steps. 

I know, she thought, fighting off the urge to scream out in 
pain. There’s nothing to fear. We’ll keep you safe.  

The pressure on her brain eased and she stepped up to the 
box. The two humanoid embryos were each in a large trans-
parent tube with dials and thermostats affixed to them to con-
trol their cryogenic state. She slowly changed the settings on 
the tube containing the male embryo to gradually prepare it 
for transition to the bottle, and then emptied the embryo into 
the bottle and screwed on the lid. She turned on the monitor 
attached to the bottle and watched as the readings for the em-
bryo’s temperature, blood chemistry and heart rate lit up on 
the monitor. 

Doing the same thing with the female embryo, she said to it 
soothingly, “Don’t worry. Your birth mother wasn’t harmed. 
Her memory of your existence was erased. You have a greater 
destiny now to fulfill.”

She stared at the two embryos floating in the fluid and 
placed her hands on the bottles. The thoughts and emotions 
emitted by the embryos coursed through her body like electric 
currents that ended in her mind.   

Standing at the small square window of her cell, Sister Ban-
ca watched dragons rise out of and disappear into the black 
mountains that stretched out across the near horizon. Their 
guttural calls and high pitched screeching echoed across the 
desolate landscape. When there was a knock on her cell door, 
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she turned around. “Come in,” she said.
The door opened. Sister Mayna, the oldest sister in the con-

vent, and Sister Glary, came into the cell, shutting the door 
behind them. Sister Mayna sat on Sister Banca’s cot and placed 
her wrinkled hands in the folds in the lap of her habit.

“This sisterhood has been existence for over two thousand 
years,” she said, her voice quivering with age. “We have had 
only one purpose.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Sister Banca said.
Sister Glary put her finger to her lips. “Quietly, we must not 

be overheard.”
Lowering her voice to a whisper, Sister Mayna said, “Rever-

end Mother wants to delay the loading of the lyxonian ark that 
brought you here and sits waiting for the unborn.”

“Why?” Sister Banca, said. “I’m certain the two embryos I 
just returned with are the ones the sisterhood has been seeking 
and the forecasted time of the galactic cataclysm is upon us.”  

Sister Mayna lowered her whispered voice even more, to 
the point of almost being inaudible. “She has doubts.”

“Doubts?” Sister Banca said.
“About the forecast, the mission of the sisterhood, and the 

last two embryos you brought in. All of it,” Sister Mayna said.
“She said this to you?” Sister Banca said.
Sister Mayna raised her hands and clasped them. “During 

meditations, she spoke it aloud.”  
Sister Banca sat on the cot next to Sister Mayna. “Except for 

the first ones, all sisters were selected from the unborn kept in 
the nursery just as we keep the unborn now. It’s in our power, 
as it’s in the power of every unborn that is chosen, to know 
empathically what the future has in store for the entire uni-
verse and beyond. How can Reverend Mother have doubts?”

“She has been Reverend Mother for over a hundred years. 
She fears a future that doesn’t include her,” Sister Mayna said. 

Seated at the long dinner table, as she put spoonfuls of soup in 
her mouth, Sister Banca glanced sideways at Mother Superior 
who was in her chair at the head of the table. The other eleven 
sisters around the table ate quietly, keeping their heads bowed 
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over their bowls. Two light orbs hovered above the table, bath-
ing the sisters in soft light. A large stained glass window at 
the end of the dinning room looked out at the glowing green, 
full moon poised above the black mountains. Silhouettes of 
dragons glided through the moonlit sky. Wind buffeted the 
window, causing it to tremble. 

Sister Banca placed her spoon next to her bowl, cleared her 
throat, and said, “Forgive me Reverend Mother, but the time 
is upon us to begin loading the ark.”

Mother Superior bit into a small piece of bread, slowly 
chewed it and then swallowed. “I alone will make the decision 
when it’s time, Sister Banca,” she said sternly.

The other sisters stopped eating, looked first at the mother 
superior, then back to Sister Banca.

As a shadow of a dragon crossed the window, Sister Banca 
slowly stood up. “There is no time left to wait,” she said. “Just 
as the prophecy in the great book is written, all the planets in 
the galaxy will face never ending storms and upheavals in the 
months and days before the great cataclysm. The lyxonians 
have assisted us these many centuries because we alone have 
a plan for saving every dominant, sentient race in the galaxy 
by sending an ark with superior beings untainted by war and 
hatred through a dark hole into another galaxy. They will not 
understand the delay.”

Mother Superior smacked her hand down hard on the table, 
causing the bowls and cups to rattle. “You have forgotten your 
station, Sister Banca,” she said. “It’s not for you to recite our 
mission to me. The lyxonians do our bidding, as they always 
have.” She took another bite of the bread. “Now, sit down.”

Sister Banca pushed her chair back and rushed out of the 
room.  

The violent wind saturated with ice crystals whipped Sister 
Banca’s habit as she ran down the walkway to the convent 
gates. She released the lever to lower the drawbridge and 
then opened the gate and stared into the dark, dry moat as 
the bridge lowered into place. By the time she ran across the 
bridge, six lyxonians were standing there, waiting. 
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She placed her hand on the arm of the one nearest to her. 
Mother Superior has forgotten her vows. I will open the doors to the 
nursery and you must quickly load the unborn into the ark and take 
off while there is still time.

All six lyxonians nodded in unison.
At that moment a dragon swooped down from the turbu-

lent sky carrying an egg in its two front talons. It laid the eggs 
a few yards from where Sister Banca and the lyxonians were 
standing and then rose up in the air where it flapped its wings, 
staying in place.

Sister Banca nodded toward the eggs, and placed her hand 
on the lyxonian’s arm. Take them with the others and raise all of 
them to live without hate. 

The dragon ascended and then flew off, headed toward the 
mountains.

In the chapel, Mother Superior stood at the altar with tears 
streaming down her face. Hazy morning light streamed in 
through a stained glass window, casting the colors of the glass 
on the floor and walls of the chapel. The twelve sisters sat in 
the front pews, holding hands.

As the ground shook and the convent began to crumble, 
Mother Superior lifted her eyes heavenward and said, “For-
give my weakness.”
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