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Look, then, into thine heart, and write!
Yes, into Life's deep stream!
All forms of sorrow and delight,
All solemn Voices of the Night,
That can soothe thee, or affright, –
Be these henceforth thy theme.
-Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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Offerings

by Rachel Castleberg
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He cradled the stems of the lilies with one hand, rubbed the petals with the thumb and
forefinger of the other, as he stood at the gate of the cemetery. He always took a moment to brush dirtyblond hair out of his eyes and back into its proper place behind an ear. He kicked at the gravel and did
not think about why he had ended up here, at this gate, with flowers in his hands again.
He rarely bought flowers and did not even buy them for the girl that he'd met at the bookstore.
After an uncomfortable ten minute bout of eye-catching and glancing away over a section of books on
Italian Renaissance sculpture, she had confronted him. Trying to remain nonchalant, he said little when
she overcame the three feet of floor space between them to ask him if he preferred Bernini over
Borromini. Even though she was short enough to have to crane her neck to look up at him, the move
had me him feel small, and he didn’t answer. But she continued to ask him to coffee, which had ended
innocently enough, and so had the lunch date later in the week. Then he had taken her to dinner
Saturday night; the evening had culminated in Sunday brunch in bed at her place. He could remember
the shifting texture of her hair pressed between his sweating palm and her Egyptian cotton sheets.
He looked down at his lilies again. Grimacing, he tossed them aside as always, and braced
himself against the railing to give the gate the strong, sudden push that it needed to swing open with a
weathered whine. The dirt, mostly mud with the steel-gray day's endless reservoir of damp, slid under
his feet, and he would have fallen had he not dug in his heel and desperately caught the gate, wincing
as he felt iron sharp with rust scrape the inside of his hand. Pulling himself upright, he peeled his hand
off and flexed his fingers. Though the scratch was shallow, blood was beginning to well up around the
grime. He tugged his handkerchief out of his back pocket and tried to wipe off his hand before it could
stain something, and then he balled the handkerchief up again and stuffed it away. He cautiously began
to navigate the graveyard.
Grass and weeds were growing up around the cobblestones in the path. He'd made a game of
avoiding the cracks and edges of the stones when he was younger, still being brought here by his father
and too young to understand the gravity of the ground he was visiting. There were now too many
broken stones to play any game that would not end in a twisted ankle, but he kept to the path—in old
cemeteries like this one most of the graves were dangerously old and their corroding soil unstable.
There was no telling whose eternal rest he would interrupt with a misplaced step. There was a realistic
possibility that he might plunge through the eroding earth and an unsuspecting someone's coffin. He
always carried the mental image of skeleton hands darting out of the mud in order to lock around his
ankles.
He stopped at the family plot. Every step he took over to the newest gravestone was studied,
almost hesitant. He was headed toward the stone that was farthest from the path and did not fancy
slipping again and smearing his trousers with mud. Reaching his goal, he crossed his arms and pursed
his lips, thinking for a long minute of what he should say.
"Hello, Mother," he began. "I should probably break this to you slowly, but, well, you probably
already know, being dead and everything. Father's dead, Mother. Everyone says it was an accident." He
dropped his words into a neat little line, testing and tasting every one as he spoke.
He stuffed his hands in his pockets. "Yes, of course they're wrong. Do you really think I care to
correct them?” He pushed his glasses further up his nose. “I don't think anyone would believe me even
if I wanted tell them that I had pushed him down the stairs.”
He reached into the inside of his coat. "I hope you don’t mind if I smoke," he muttered as he
pulled out a cigarette and a lighter. The cigarette he placed between his lips and lit as he cupped his
other hand around the end to keep it out of the wind. Taking a draw, he let the lighter drop back into his
pocket.
“I suspect that you’re not particularly proud of me at the moment.” He took the cigarette into
his hand as he let the smoke filter out of his mouth and tugged at the hem of his coat in order to
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straighten it, meanwhile staring at the grass pricking up around his loafers. “I'm told that mothers are
typically disappointed when their children murder their fathers."
He pulled his handkerchief out with his free hand, glaring at it as he balled it up in his fist. The
stains were hidden between the folds and his fingers. The visible silk was still a virgin white. "I'd leave
this as an offering," he squeezed the bloodied handkerchief as he looked back toward the gate, "but
somehow I don't think it would be enough.” He rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, I know, you like flowers, but
since when have I ever been able to bear pleasing you?
And why do women always expect flowers?" he inquired, turning back to the gravestone, "They
never ask for them." The girl he had never gotten flowers had been a virgin before he touched her.
There had been blood on that Saturday night and it had stained her Egyptian cotton sheets. She had
almost cried over them, to which he had said "They're just sheets," and had immediately regretted it. He
had spent the rest of the evening with her trying to get rid of the stains. She never used the sheets again.
A grin twitching at the corners of his mouth, he shook his head. "Father was always making
demands. You remember how he was." He used the handkerchief to brush some dirt off the top of the
gravestone. "One day I exchanged the dative for the ablative case while translating my Latin." Cigarette
stuck between his teeth, he meticulously folded up the handkerchief before slipping it into his back
pocket again, and his grin went slack. "He could never stand a mistake made twice,” he continued,
murmuring around the cigarette. “I never switched the two of them again. My Latin tutor was
astounded.
I think Father must have been a different man after you died, after I was born. I found the
letters." He patted his pockets before reaching into his coat to pull out a wad of yellowing papers
bundled together with a fraying piece of twine. "They made me go through his things after I killed him,
you see. Sort through his will. Son of a bitch gambled the entire estate away and then some, but these
he kept in his bedside table."
He pulled out the knot in the twine and began to shuffle through the papers. Picking one out, he
stuffed the rest of the papers back inside his coat pocket. He coughed to clear his throat as he unfolded
it.
"'Dearest Caroline, I believe your brother, Frank Somerset, is my second favorite person in the
world. I must bless him every day that he was the one who introduced me to you.'”
He looked up from the letter. "I don't know how any woman could stand being courted by such
a sap, Mother. I always hoped that you would have had better taste."
He continued reading: "'How could I have known upon looking at your face for the first time
that such a face would be a moon in my darkest hours? The very sun in my minutes of delight? Only by
a vision, a vision which startled me out of my blindness of despondency. A vision of all of life's
potential for happiness.”
He had only seen visions and potentialities in one girl's face, or rather in her sheets. He should
have left her then, but she had been warm, solid, had loved Bernini, had enjoyed his company and the
way he touched her. So he had stayed and tried to remove the stains with enough bottles of bleach to
crack the skin of his hands, though she had not understood the gesture. She still went to the market on
early Sunday mornings to buy the eggs she had needed to make him French toast, and she had served it
with powdered sugar and fresh strawberries. This had seemed strange to him at first, but now it was the
only way he would eat French toast; it was delicious, as if the sun were bursting with dawn-light on his
tongue.
He found his place in the letter again. "'You have been the light before my eyes ever since,
dearest. I hope never to be blind again. Give Frank my love as well. Ever yours, Robert.'"
Folding up the paper, he slipped it back into his coat. "I don't think his language ever lost its
pomposity. Another unfortunate trait I've inherited."
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He shook the ash off from the end of his cigarette, which was burning faster than he had
realized. "I can still feel his grip on me, but instead of feeling his hands around my neck I'm seeing his
eyes in the mirror."
Father it had always been chasing and beating and chasing and beating. With the girl he could
never tell who had been chasing, or who had been beating for that matter, for what else did he know to
associate with blood? He had stared at the stains in her sheets, small as they were, twisted around his
grip. Knowing that he had broken or stolen or had made some mistake and that one of them was paying
for it, he had chosen to stay anyway. French toast tasted so much better after a night spent touching
someone who wanted to be touched.
"The hold is… heavier." He rubbed his neck. "Makes it hard to breathe, sometimes."
He had scrubbed and rinsed and scrubbed and rinsed, availing nothing. But she had made him
French toast anyway, which should have been the end of it, the moment when he should have left
forever or taken a deep breath and bought her flowers. Instead he washed his hands maybe twenty,
thirty times a day and when they were together he would look at every part of her body but her eyes.
Except when he was touching her—then he could look at her eyes because they were closed.
Once they had been lying together naked on her new set of Egyptian cotton sheets after having
strewn their clothes in a path starting with their shirts in the living room and ending with a pair of polka
dot socks at the foot of her bed. For the past few minutes they had been listening to each other’s
breathing return to a more relaxed rhythm. He had shifted onto his side to lean over her and cup one of
her breasts with his cracked-skin hand and to stare at her eyelids, when her eyes had snapped open. She
had asked him a question. Unable to answer and unable to look away, he had frozen.
"Well?" she had pursued, propping herself up on her elbows to better peer at him in the dark.
"Do you?"
He brought himself back to the present. Sitting himself on the ground in front of the gravestone,
he crossed his long, awkward legs and began to fiddle with the grass like he had in grade school:
smoothing it down with one motion and then ruffling it like cropped hair with the next. “I’ve always
felt his hands around my neck. I thought I would finally be rid of him.
I just went back to tell him I was leaving. I didn’t want anything from him; I just needed to tell
him that we were done.”
He snuffed out the butt of his cigarette by crushing the end between his forefinger and his
thumb. “I found him in the entrance hall, halfway up those goddamn marble stairs he put in on credit a
couple of years ago. He wasn’t facing towards me so I called to him ‘I’m leaving.’ He barely paused.
Then he just continued up the stairs.” He flicked the dead cigarette aside. “So I ran up to him. I chased
him up there and caught him by the shoulder at the top and said ‘I'm leaving. You’re rid of me forever.
Say something.”
He twisted around to glare back at me. And all he said was 'you haven't left me since the day
you were born. You are my son, and you are mine.’"
He plucked a blade of grass and began twisting it between his hands. "I wasn't angry; quite the
contrary. But I had to be rid of him. We had to be rid of each other."
The blade of grass twisted, frayed, and then snapped in two.
“It was almost a kindness.”
He pulled out his stained handkerchief again, hunched over it as he stretched it between his
hands. “I could tear her to pieces, you know. I wouldn't even have to shove her down some stairs—I
could just say the right words. It would be so easy, as simple as popping out a seam, stitch by stitch.
What would I care? She's mine now, isn't she?”
He bent over completely now, burying his face in hands and cloth. “I thought if I were rid of
him he would let go of me. I thought I would be rid of him.” He clutched at his hair. “But Mother, he
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weighs on me. He's so heavy, his grip is so heavy. All he lets me see are stains.”
His shoulders now began to shake with his heaving breath. “He blamed me for everything; he
blamed me for making you leave. I believe him, Mother. How can I help but believe?.”
He jerkily rushed to get back on his feet. “I'll wreck her for this, for the visions, for her sheets,
for her eyes, for her touch, for her goddamn bleeding French toast, she will not make the same mistake
twice I swear I'll rip her pull her apart by the legs pop pop pop like stitches—”
He stopped because his lungs demanded air and sucked in life again like he did when he was
done kissing her. On the night he had looked at her eyes, his first answer to her question had been to
kiss her, his second to say that all he knew how to do was bleach sheets and how could that be enough?
She had held his hands in her hands and had kissed them. Then she had told him that sheetwashing was enough for a girl who only knew how to make French toast.
“I'm always going to have trouble breathing. I'm always going to have cracked hands,” he
muttered, holding up his hands so he could stare at his flexing fingers, his scabbed palm. “I'm never
going to give her flowers.”
He looked back towards the gate. “Father will be with you soon, Mother. The interment is only
the day after tomorrow. I can give you that much.”
The smile crept up on him again. “I'm glad that we could have this conversation.”
He pulled another cigarette out of his jacket, leisurely rolled it between his fingers before finally
placing it between his teeth so he could light it.
Then he turned to the graveyard's gate and the cobblestone path and started walking, hands
shoved in his pockets. He considered stopping by the market on the way home to buy some eggs.
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Skinweaver

by Chris McKeever
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When I brought him under my knife he was so pale, and after I had taken his blood, his arms
grew paler still. The arms were strong, and full of power. Even as the man was dying, I could still feel
the strength pulsing in one arm, and then the other. His tribe called him Ka Strongarm. To me it seemed
an obvious name, but most tribe elders were not known for their subtlety.
And this was a true arm. Ka had not taken the skin of another for his power. The man had been
strong his whole life—strong enough for his strength to be recognized by his people—and in this
strength he found his pride and purpose. As I lift his arms—one, then the other—I admire my find. I
have great designs for their form. Every muscular curve and fold will suit my purpose. His arms are so
beautiful. How else does one describe such perfect form? These arms are what I will need in order to
reclaim my name.
Ka Strongarm is not one of the three who stole my firstname, Aya Who Smiles, but I will need
his strength if I am to hunt the three who unnamed me. I will need his strength if I want to speak my
new name to each of them before they die: Aya the Barren. The witch who found me mutilated and near
death may have discovered my new name, but these three men are the cause. I do not know their
names, not do I care to know them. If they have been named, I shall be their unnaming, for they are the
reason I have been abandoned by the tribes. They are the reason I am now a skinweaver.
And so I begin my work—first unmaking what was, and then weaving then new with the old. In
this way I display the practiced skill of untold skinweavers before me, and I show my respect to them
through the practiced movements of my knife. I begin with a push of the tip of my stone blade around
Ka’s shoulder. I only cut the skin, stopping at the surface of his stiff muscles, for every cut is a part of
the ritual, and I take great care that my offering is perfectly prepared. Only then can the weaving begin.
Tonight I will commune with Ka, his flesh and my flesh bound together, and a fate that was his will be
woven into the fabric of my own.
Before this time, before I was Aya Who Smiles, I was most favored among the people of the
rust cities. I brought joy to my people and to the council of elders by my deeds, and on my name day
the eldest chief called me “She who smiles and brings light to others.” No other sister received such a
grand naming that day. That day was better than any preceding it, and certainly any since.
Soon after my name day I was told that my gift was to be shared with the great tribes of the
South. The council of elders told me that I was to be the second wife of Rokatta Head—a bride to unite
the peoples of rust and sand. I had never seen the great southern deserts or seen their people, except at a
great distance, but nevertheless I was to become one of them. Being told to love someone is never an
easy thing, but never meeting that person makes the thought almost unbearable, and so I put the
thought aside, to what degree that was possible, and focused my thoughts and meditations on the desire
to serve the council.
Soon after the council gave me my name and my purpose, I left for the people of the great
southern desert with Riku and Tamra, the two whose purpose it was to ensure I arrived safely to the
side of Rokatta Head and my new people.
It is here that my memory up to this point ends:
We are travelling through the valley of red sands. The darkest sand runs along the length of the
valley floor, while the lighter sands crest the hills. Riku says the red sand was once the base of a great
river, but water had not passed through these hills in many generations. This is the first time I have seen
sand this color, and feel the deep red sand in my toes and through my fingers as we walk. It is very fine,
unlike the coarse white sand at the top of the hills, and I keep some in my pockets and run it between
my fingers as we make the long walk. I ask Tamra why it is colored so. She does not answer, but Riku
makes a joke. It is something about escorting a maiden along a trail of red sand, but he is walking far
enough ahead of me that I do not hear the entire joke. Tamra does not laugh, but scowls and spits at
Riku before walking on ahead of the two of us. This is how I know it is a joke. Nobody finds Riku’s
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stories funny, so he often laughs when others remain silent. I want to tell him the tribe should give him
a suitable name: Riku Who Laughs Alone. This is a funny joke, I think, but I keep it to myself, for Riku
is a fearsome man, and quick to anger, and I have no reason to goad him.
And then I see Riku sprawled face down in the sand. I do not know what made him trip, but
Tamra draws her long knife from her belt and shouts at Riku. She tells him to get up, but he doesn’t
move. It is then that I see three armed men emerge from the dense scrub that pocks the valley. I realize
that Riku did not stumble, and that he would not be responding to Tamra’s shouts. At first I do not
know what I should do. My thoughts are not turned toward action; I can only think of these three men. I
look at them, but I do not recognize them. Tamra says something to me, but I do not know what she is
saying. She pushes me away, and I run between the clumps of scrub and up the nearest hill. There are
shouts behind me, but I do not turn back, and before I am halfway up the hill, something grabs my hair
and throws me back down to the valley. I remember nothing else from that night.
When I wake all I feel is pain—pain so intense that I can barely open my eyes. When I do the
ground looks and feels like the waves near the shore. I smell a fire nearby, but I cannot see it. I close
my eyes, and the dizziness calms. I spread my arms against the ground, feeling around myself. My
outstretched arms feel cool sand, but as I draw handfuls towards me, my hand hits woven cloth. The
mat extends past the reach of my feet and ends just over my head.
It is then that I hear noises nearby, and I turn my head towards the sounds. I ask who is there,
but no one replies at first. I feel a hand on my face, and on my belly. She speaks words I do not
understand, and I withdraw from her touch. Then, she speaks my name: Aya. I do not know this
woman, but I tell her that is my name. She smiles and nods, but says nothing and continues to run her
hard hands along my legs and feet. I tell her I am from the rust cities and that I am on my way to be the
bride of Rokatta Head of the southern desert tribe. At this she laughs and begins to speak, this time with
words I recognize. She says that I have arrived at the tribe I seek, and that Rokatta, along with Ka
Strongarm—his first champion—had seen me already while I was sleeping. I ask how I came to this
place, and she says she found me while searching for plants in the valleys between the rust cities and
the great southern deserts.
I ask her name, but she does not answer immediately.
For a time she is silent, and she looks at me with a raised eyebrow. She opens her mouth as if to
tell me her name, but says nothing. It is as if she finds the question strange, or perhaps she has
forgotten what name she has been given. After a time she answers me and says her name was Thyssa
when she was young, but she is now Skinweaver. She calls herself one of the witches of the desert, and
says she is in the service of Rokatta. When she says this I am frightened, for I have heard many dark
things about the witches, but I have never seen one. But she serves Rokatta Head, and I am to serve
him as well, and this comforts me for some reason.
She is not an old woman, for she moves around this cave gracefully. She seems to dance and
glide across the sandy floor—much like the fire dancers of our tribal ceremonies, but her skin looks
like that of a woman advanced in years—except, not like her own skin. I first notice this as I see her
feet shuffle past my head. At first I thought her feet were covered in leather strips, but I could see her
toes pushing into the sand of the cave, and I could follow her skin up to her ankles. But the skin across
her feet changed colors as she walked, as if her skin were stripes of color, like some of the wild lizards
that sleep on the warm sandstone during midday.
And her arms are stranger still, I notice, as she walks closer to the fire built in the middle of the
cave. The skin of her left arm is a light brown, much like the skin of her face and thighs, but her right
arm is pinkish-grey, with spots of white pocking the surface. Deep purple lines lace the ashy skin, from
her thin fingers to her shoulder. I want to ask her about her arm, but just looking at the discolored flesh
sets my stomach over itself, and I have to turn my head away from her.
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I ask when Rokatta will return, for I am eager to leave this place and meet the man I am to
marry. She laughs again and spits into the fire, and even after the coals finish hissing and popping, she
still does not speak. I shout at her to bring Rokatta, for I feel like a captive here, and the witch seems
cruel, and I am still in great pain. But even the force of shouting is too great, and my arms quiver and I
collapse back onto my mat.
“Rokatta will not have you, child,” she says as she moves to my side. “After he saw what the
men did to you, and I told him you would never bear children, he left this place. He has not returned.”
At this I grow cold.
“What do you mean I will never bear children? How do you come to this, witch?” I barely get
the words out, and an overwhelming dread sets on me in the moments before she responds.
“When I found you I thought you were dead. Such nice hair…” she says, touching my head. I
jerk my head away from her touch, but her hand follows me.
“I thought you were surely dead, from all of the blood. You have been cut many times. You can
still feel the wounds.” She grabs my hand and leads it down my stomach. She pushes it farther down
and I feel it: long ridges of broken skin, stitched harshly together. Maybe eight or nine cuts in all, I
cannot tell.
“Rokatta was adamant that I try to save you, but when I told him that you had been so ruined,
he spoke no more, and I have not seen him since.”
At this new I begin to weep. I cannot hold in the pain that pushes against my skin, and my
breaths come in short, desperate gasps. How can I be Aya Who Smiles when my betrothed will not have
me? After those men killed Tamra and strong Riku and raped themselves into me?
All I can do is hold myself. I continue to feel the cuts of my skin, as if by touching them I could
make them disappear. While I do this, my hand runs across a patch of rough flesh I had not felt before.
“What is this?” I ask in horror. I do not dare touch it again.
“The work of my name, my child.” She whispers. “Where your skin once was, now is new
flesh. Do you know the tail-less lizard?”
My head still swims and I can barely breathe. I speak hesitantly: “Yes, we have them in the
cities, but they are very shy and only come out when it is dark.”
“Yes, that is them,” she replies. “You may not know this, but we witches use them for their
flesh. Consuming the skin can heal a man.”
“But what have you done?” I ask. I know the answer, and I cannot stand to hear it. This is the
second time flesh has been forced upon me.
“The flesh is now yours, child. Your skin will heal quickly because of it. Just wait. You will
see.”
“What do I do?” I ask.
“Now you must rest and heal. You will grow strong, and then you will leave. To where I do not
know. Rokatta and the tribes will not have you.”
“I cannot return to my people. Not after this. Not after I have been so unmade. Surely I will be
unnamed by the people of my father. And the shame of my mother…I cannot bear the thought.”
“So you will be Aya of the desert?” the witch asks. “You will need to be strong if you are to be
alone. The desert is no happy place, even this close to the rust cities. But it seems,” She says with a
pause, “that you are no longer happy either, and with good reason.”
She speaks truth, though it is painful to hear. “Is that why you weave the skin of others in your
own flesh? Are you unhappy?” I ask, pointing to her own leg and to her arm.
“A very good question, young girl, but no. My unhappiness left many years ago. Now, the only
companion I have is purpose and the will of the earth. You see the skin of my feet? It is the skin of the
sandskates. With their strength I can run with the speed of the fastest hunters and scouts of Rokatta’s
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tribe.”
“And the arm?” I ask. I did not expect her to tell me of her skin, and I am now curious.
“The arm of a man. Does this bother you, child?”
I think on this for some time, but I am not troubled. “What did he do? Why did you take his
arm?”
“He was a great weaver from a distant land, who travelled across the great sands, selling his
clothing and wares from tribe to tribe. He visited my people when I was young, before I was named a
skinweaver, and before I was cast out as a witch of the desert.”
“But what did he do to deserve this?”
“What he did does not matter, girl. I took his arm, and wove his skin into mine. It was my first
attempt at skinweaving, and it was the most trying time of my life. The initial weave was crude and
soon after I finished sickness overcame me for many days. I thought I was near death, but the spirits
whom I honored with my firstweaving came to me and offered me comfort for a time. Slowly the skin
became one with my own, and I began to feel the history of the skin become one with my one. I soon
began to practice a weaving of cloths and fabrics unknown among the tribes—a practice known only by
the traders of the far lands. But when the tribes found out what I had done—how I had received my
new abilities, they would not stand for my practice, and I was cast out to live among the witches of the
desert.”
“I did not know such things were possible.” I reply.
“To weave flesh together is an honored tradition among all peoples, and those with the talent
are highly revered. But to introduce new flesh into the old is a practice as old as the healing arts, though
it is seen as taboo by the tribes. Thus it has become the practice of witches—to introduce the power of
others into our own flesh. It is primal. A necessity of survival. How different is it than the consumption
of flesh? We consume other creatures that we might grow strong. This principle is practiced by the
smallest worm and by the largest beasts of burden. All of nature revolves around this principle. With it
we make the weak strong, those who are strong become weak for us. It is the way of things. The most
natural of ways.”
I look again at her skin, the morphing shapes and lines of foreign skin woven into her own, and
I shudder. And I realize what I must do.
“Tell me about Ka Strongarm,” I ask the witch.
It was some time before I could walk, and even once I left the care of the witch, I still took
much time trying to find Ka Strongarm. The tribe of Rokatta shunned me in my search; they knew what
I was, and they would yell “Barren One!” if I ever approached their camp, but I had other ways of
finding the few things I needed. I began my work with the carcass of a small deer the tribeswomen had
thrown out in the bushes outside of their camp.
I wait until they are not looking to approach the remains of the animal. When I see it I laugh a
quiet, personal laugh, as if someone has told a joke, and I am the only one who finds it funny. They
have cut the meat from the body, and little remains but bones and sinew. But the legs—they have left
the four thin legs untouched. The blood from the animal slicks down the four bony legs. No meat,
perhaps, but what wonderful skin, I think to myself. I pull out a small black knife and begin to make
incisions.
The knife was one of the final gifts the witch gave me. After our conversation about the man
called Strongarm we barely spoke. On the day I walked out of the cave she was not even present. I
looked for her, but she had left that place. All that was left behind was a single needle and knife placed
on a rock next to my mat. After taking the two, I walked out of the cave and towards the distant plumes
of smoke that pocked the southern horizon.
By the time I had finished with the deer, I had four long strips. I lined the strips two to each leg,
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running down the length, from calf to shin. Pulling out my needle, I ran a line of thread through. Before
I made the first weave, I whispered a wordless prayer to any god who would listen. Pushing the needle
down slowly, I married skin to flesh.
The witch was right. The first time was the hardest. I fainted while weaving the skin to my own,
and after I had finished I barely had the strength to pull myself under the nearest group of bushes. I
remember little of that day.
That night I awoke with a great fire in my legs. I kick against the bushes and the air, but the
burning continues. I stand up and begin to hobble towards the river. It is farther than I remember, and
soon I am running as fast as I can. The burning subsides the faster I run, so I do not let up the pace. I
come across the river so quickly I cannot stop, and so I crash into the stony shallows. I have the legs of
a deer, I think to myself, allowing the slow currents of the water push me along the bank. Now I need
the strength of a hunter.
Waiting outside the camps, it is not long before I find Ka Strongarm. He is a solitary man, as
many champions are. I remember seeing great warriors in my past life, and they were like Ka. I follow
him for many days, watching his moves and studying his actions, like a good hunter would.
It is when he goes to the river that I approach him. He prefers a secluded section of water, far
from the camps. As he removes his clothes and enters the water, I make my approach.
I startle him, I think, for when he notices me, I am not far from him. I am not close enough to
touch him, but I am closer to his clothes and his spear than he is. He calls out, asking my name. I take
the time to come closer to him. He does not recognize me, I think, and this allows me to move closer.
“Who are you?” he asks again. I still do not answer, but now I am close to him. I ask to see his
hand, and he holds it out. He seems amused with me, as if he doesn’t know what I am. There is a spark
of something else in his eyes. A hunger. Something that is keeping his guard down when it should be
alerting him of great danger. I smile at him, and feel the strength in his arm. Power. More power than I
have known pulses in the practiced muscles of the tribe’s greatest warrior. As I move behind him,
feeling the muscles across his back, I plan my move. He is so relaxed, my blade plunges in to him
many times before he is able to react.
He struggles in the shallows to maintain his stance and he grabs at me, but the voice of the deer
speaks to me and I bound away and out of the water. He stumbles towards me, face contorted in lines of
shock and pain. And then, fear. I see it in his face as he legs bend and give under his bulk. In his final
moments Ka Strongarm tries to pull himself towards me. Even in death, he relies on his arms to the
end, I think.
When he stops moving I drag his form out of the shallows and onto the land to begin my work.
When I am finished with my weaving I rest. The skin of his arm I wear like that of a snake. It is
not long before I feel the flesh becoming one, and his voice becomes one with my own—and his song
joins with that of the deer. Their songs are not the same, but they intersect from time to time, and the
beauty of the two overwhelms my ability even to speak. With the voices of the woven inside me, I
prepare for the hunt of the three who killed Tamara and Riku—the three who raped their will into me,
and who destroyed what future I had with the tribes.
I find the three in the valley of red sands. It takes many days to track them down, for the valleys
stretches for long miles and weave across the land, but they are not hard to track, for they do not
conceal themselves like the other creatures of the sands. The voices of the woven aid me in my hunt,
for now I run with the swiftness of the dear and I do not tire easily, for Ka’s great strength helps me
press on long after most hunters would have given up the hunt and stopped for rest.
In the process of my hunt I find the strength of many other creatures to help me in the hunt—the
sharp ears of the night fox, and the arms of the hairy spider. With each addition I make to my flesh, my
senses sharpen and expand beyond any knowledge I could possess, and every new gift pushes me
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farther from woman—from Aya—and closer to nature. I feel the voices of the woven clamor and sing
in an often discordant theme. Their wills and desires press against my head, but I bend them to my
purposes. I can feel the life of the earth as I lay on the ground, and on the wind I hear the sounds of
nature between the silences of this barren place. Life exists and claws its way through this desolate
place, and I quickly find the most natural routes along the hills and valleys of sand and stone.
The three that I seek are not hunters, nor do they possess the skill of the animals of the desert.
They are merely users—with not talent besides the ability to destroy. To this end, they are not aware of
my approach, and I let the voices possess me in the final days of the hunt.
And now I am perched above the three—the ones that killed Tamra and Riku and who took my
name and my purpose. Their fire grows bright as the sun falls below the steep hills of the valley. From
my ledge I can see them. Resting. Laughing. Eating. Doing what they have been purposed to do. I pull
my knife from my belt and I feel the power of all those who have sacrificed themselves for me. I feel
them aching, as if they are screaming out revenge, pushing me to my purpose. “But not yet” I whisper
to the voices. Our time is soon but not yet. I must see their faces. I must tell the three my new name.
And it seems only fair to tell them what they have destroyed has been remade and named again. All that
I am is because of them, and I think this is all a funny joke. But this is a joke I will tell. I shall speak
my name, Skinweaver, and watch the horror fill their eyes as they behold what they have made. And I
shall laugh at the great joke.
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The Sailor's Wife

by Amanda Partridge
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The tinker winked at him. “What of you, eh? Do you have a fanciful tale? I’ve heard that sailors
weave the best yarns.”
Jonas sifted through his memory, searching for the right story to tell. He set down his mug,
causing dust to swirl around the thick tavern air. After most men would have given up their expectation
of a tale, Jonas began.
“I was sailing across the North Sea as part of the crew of Leviathan, a clipper newly purchased
by a wealthy merchant. He was a damn-my-eyes-tar landsman who knew nothing of captaining a ship.
He read himself a book or two and asked a few questions and thought himself an expert, but he didn’t
know nothing real.
“The crew of Leviathan was small, and, considering her route, it was no wonder: there’s no
need for a merchant vessel to be traveling from England to Norway. None of us was minnow-headed
enough to ask what we was picking up, though. I was on a ship at sea, and that’s all what mattered.
“A few days into the errand, I hear the mate complaining to the ship’s physician whiles we ate.
‘I’ve tried explaining it to him, but the son of a biscuit eater won’t listen,’ he says.
“Sailors are as gossiping a lot as women, mind you, so I itched to know that they was saying. I
scooted a bit closer and listened a bit harder, and I made out what ‘twas being said.
“’It’s a known fact that the North Sea be plagued with monsters, especially near the center, but
the man insists on sailing straight through.’
“I wasn’t the only sailor listening, and by the next morning, the ship was full of talk. The
captain got wind of it real quick and called us together to fix our groaning before he had a mutiny on
his hands. When we was all assembled, he reminded us that he was the one paying us and what, and he
called every one of us cowards and threatened to throw us over, so we did as he says and prepared to
sail straight through.
“Even so, stories spread round the ship. Tales of beasts the size of a man-o-war and creatures
that would grab a man off his ship were whispered between crewmen as we sailed. We all of us became
anxious, and started at the smallest sounds. The further we sailed, the more our talk angled towards the
captain rather than the beasts. We would rather face a rosewater sailor than a kraken.
“The tales soon wound their way to the captain. Well, the captain, he wasn’t too fond of the
tales. To make an example, he threw the mate overboard.
“We planned to secretly pull him back aboard—after all, we seamen have to stay true to each
other against landsmen—but he never came back up. Only thing we seen was his hat, an old felt hat he
always wore.”
By now, the tavern was winding down, and all Jonas had to do to get the barkeeper’s attention
was tap his mug against the table. Georgie, the tavern’s entertainment and serving girl, brought him
another rum punch. Georgie was a prime example of the women in Bilston: terrine, with thick curls,
child-bearing hips, and a dark tan. The tinker stared appreciatively as she set down the new mugs, but
Jonas merely nodded at her and took a swig of the fresh drink. His palate refreshed, he continued
speaking.
“After the mate was tossed over, talk of monsters stopped.
“The next dawn, we start to hear it: the song. It don’t seem to come from anywhere. It just
hangs around she ship, soaking into the ropes like salt. It was the song of the sea, of the biting wind and
rocking waves. Those of us who were old hands knew what it was, and we stopped up our ears with
candle wax to keep us sane. The young ones, though, didn’t understand. They was too enraptured by
the song to care what it was, and wouldn’t take our advice.
“I watched their faces as they listened to the music and almost unplugged mine own ears. I’d
never heard the song before, but it sang in my blood my whole life, and I knew that hearing it in my
ears would give me something nothing else would.
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“Just as I was reaching to remove the wax, they appeared. It was a pod of five, as lovely as the
sea herself. They swam around the ship, splashing and inviting us to join them.
“Sea women are different from land women,” Jonas said, shooting a scornful glance at Georgie,
who was still singing to the few men who hadn’t gone home. “Land-women are earthy, made for
working and bearing children. The mer on the other hand—mermaids are not made for labor. The mer
are an illusory folk; there is nothing solid about them. Their singing is as immaterial as their forms, and
the mersong has led many a sailor to his death.
“The young sailors who hadn’t stopped their ears moved to throw themselves over, but we
grasped them and locked them in the hold. We had already lost our mate; we couldn’t afford to give up
more of our men.
“The sirens didn’t see it that way, though. The way they saw it, we had deprived them of men
that were rightfully theirs, and they weren’t a mite pleased with us. As soon as we locked the men up,
we was becalmed.
“The captain hadn’t thought of that when preparing the ship, and he wanted to fit more cargo
belowdecks, so he hadn’t left room for oars nor oarsmen.
“We was trapped for a week, sitting on the glassy sea and waiting for a breath of wind. We tried
not to look over the side of the clipper, because when we glanced at the sea, we spied shadows in her
belly that were no longer beautiful. Whispers filled the ship like sand in a man’s clothes.
“The moon waned and darkened, but there was no wind to carry us on. I was drowsing on the
deck—there was no room belowdecks for all the crew—when the sound started. At first, I thought it
was a whale, but no whale ever made a sound like that one. It was a sound that raised the hairs inside
you, that pulled you in and knotted you up. I waited for it to stop, but it kept going, on and on, until the
air of thirty men’s lungs would be gone, and the sound continued. I thought it would never end.
“Then, it stopped.
“The whole crew sighed as one; we rocked the ship a bit. The mer must have decided that we
was not worth the trouble and moved on, we thought. We was wrong, of course.
“Strong waves began to pitch the ship. When we looked overboard, dark, writhing shapes swam
around us.
“The crew scrambled to gain control of the ship, but the waves was too high, and nothing we
did had effect. I was securing the mizzen when I heard a great splintering behind me, and the poor girl
split in twain. Before I could turn round, the front of the ship raised into the air, and I was thrown into
the sea.
“When I hit the water, I knew that I would die. The waters in the North Sea be icy cold, and
they filled my mouth with salt. The ship dropped pieces of herself onto me, and I had to swim under to
keep from being hit and knocked into the blackness. I stayed well below the surface as long as my chest
could stand it, then grabbed a breath and returned to the deep before something could hit me. More of
the ship was sinking—the whole clipper was going under—so I swam out as fast as I could. Now, I was
younger then, and strong, and I could swim better than most fish, but I wasn’t fast enough. Part of the
wreckage slammed into me, pushing my breath out of my lungs. Before I could stop it, my body gasped
for air, but took in sea instead. I sought the surface, but was so muddled I didn’t know which way the
surface was. I was about to give into the black when I hears it: the siren’s song.
“As I said, many a sailor has swam to his death following the mer, but I was already near death,
so I feared not the merkin nor their song. I swam toward it and soon found their pod.
“I expected a quick death, but was met with the opposite. The mermaids, understanding that I
needed air, held me above the swells and wrapped sea moss around my chilled body to keep me warm.
I don’t know why they saved me—perhaps it’s not a game to kill something so close to death—but they
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kept me alive until another ship passed by and found me floating in the sea.”
The story finished, both teller and listener lapsed into a silence broken only by soft clinks as
their mugs hit the table. Eventually, the tinker asked, “With tales such as that, why did you leave the
sea?”
Jonas snorted. “Leave? I got too old, and no ship would take me on. Said at my age, I wasn’t
strong enough for a life at sea. I never got to see the mer again.”
That night, the tinker slept the blissful sleep of one who has spent an evening drinking
and hearing tales. His dreams were filled with sea women who looked like Georgie, voluptuous and
dark.
Jonas tossed and turned on his cot, unable to sleep with the visions of the past clouding his
mind. Just before dawn, he opened his eyes to find a figure in his doorway.
The woman was slim and fair. A white shift, the only thing that separated her skin form the
night air, swirled around her ankles, exposing bare legs. Her skin gleamed like moonlight on the sea,
and her hair had the rippling texture of seaweed. The ocean was reflected in her eyes.
The siren held out her hand, and the old sailor jumped up and grasped it tightly. They left the
small cabin, thrashing through the thick woods; neither had land legs.
Some time later—who is counting moments while with a siren?—they arrived at the small pond
that watered the village.
She slipped out of the sailor’s grasp and stepped into the water, continuing in until she was
waist-deep. Then she faced the sailor and waited.
It didn’t take him long to decide. Jonas threw himself into the water. It splashed into his mouth,
and the freshwater pond tasted of salt and seaweed.
In the water, the woman began to change: legs fused together and flashed with scales, fingers
collected webbing at the corners. In one swift motion, she pulled off the shift and slithered under the
surface.
The old sailor went after her without hesitation, submerging and never coming up.
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The Ties that Bind

By Derek
Wentz
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"I'm going to find you, little boy. And when I do, I'll squash you into paste."
Gary Kirkpatrick walked around a tree, looking for his son, James. He could hear James
somewhere above, likely crouching on a dead leaning tree just out of sight. He didn't look up.
"If only I weren't so large and stupid," Gary said in his best ogre voice. He held a long stick in
one hand. It rested on his shoulder.
Above him, James tried not to laugh.
"What's this?" Gary said, slowly turning upwards. There was James. He held onto the dead tree
with one hand and clutched a stick in the other.
"I'll get you now, little boy," Gary said, extending his ogre club towards his son.
James swung his stick at his father with all his might and cracked his father's hand.
"Ow!" Gary dropped his stick and held his hand to his chest; James's eyes went wide with
terror.
"My hand, the little boy has cut off my hand!"
He fell to the ground and rolled around in the dry leaves.
"HA HA!" James shouted, and leapt from the tree. He landed next to his father and began to
pummel Gary with his sword. "I'm such a fool," Gary shouted, holding his hands up to protect himself.
"It wasn't a little boy. It was a mighty -- ow, ouch. Hey! Alright! I'm dead! I'm dead!"
James thrust his sword up into the air.
"James, monster slayer!"
Gary propped himself up on one elbow.
"Monster slayer indeed."
"Hey you two. What are you doing over there?" The voice belonged to a woman.
"Killing monsters," James shouted.
"Well, kill them faster. It's almost lunch time."
"Mom!"
"Come on buddy," Gary said. "You might be able to kill me, but you'll never manage to kill
your mother."
James tucked his stick into one of the belt-loops on his pants and walked back to the trail. while
he waited for his father, he looked at the sun twinkling down through the shifting gaps in the trees and
at all the funny shaped leaves. It was then that he saw the girl looking out from behind one of the big
trees.
"Dad, look!"
His dad had looked.
"What?"
"The girl! The girl!"
"What girl?" his dad said, and to Gary's credit, he looked harder.
She was tall and thin with hair as orange as autumn leaves. For some time now, James had
nurtured a growing suspicion that there might be more to girls than their universal status as carriers of
all manner of childhood diseases. The thought that formed, slowly, made up of equal parts surprise and
bashfulness, was: she's pretty, an impression he gathered from looking at her face, which was strange
and wonderful. Had he been older, he might have said she was beautiful. And she was smiling at him.
This made him feel warm all over.
She had the nicest smile.
James didn't notice her milk white skin or the way she stood on one leg, the other bent
gracefully to help prop her against a tree. He did notice the green ivy that wove through her hair and
the startling, almost radiant blue of her eyes. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized that she
was looking at him in much the same way he was looking at her: with a peculiar mixture of surprise,
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curiosity, and fear.
"Girl huh?" his Dad said after a while. "I think you're imagining things buddy. Come on, let's
catch up to your Mom."
She raised her hand as if to wave, held it up for a moment, hesitating, and then clasped it in
front of her mouth.
His Dad started walking down the path.
James was torn. He stood there as his Dad walked away.
Fifty feet away, Gary stopped and turned around to make sure his son was close behind him.
"James?" he called.
James wasn't on the path. Or, from what Gary could see, anywhere near it.
James had stepped towards the girl, his chin pressed down onto his chest and his hands clasped
in front of him.
The girl's smile faded. Her brow knitted together.
He tried to get closer, and he did so slowly. When he'd gotten as close as he dared, he said:
"Hi. I'm James."
Her eyes took on a decidedly wild look and her mouth frowned down.
When James raised a hand to wave at her, she bolted, bounding off into the forest in a fashion
that was more like a deer than a woman.
"Wait!" James called. He ran after her, but because she was so quick, he only did so for a few
moments. She leapt gracefully over logs and wove around trees. James watched until she was gone.
"Wow," he said.
He really wished he could have met her.
The path was behind him, and Dad had called him. James had ignored his father because he was
a boy. But he was a good boy, and he never ignored his father for long, so he turned around and headed
back towards the path.
"Dad?" he called.
There was no answer.
He must have ran further than he'd thought, so he walked over the next hill.
He wandered through some trees to the right.
Then, he came back and walked around a huge rock to the left.
As he walked, he called his father's name.
"Dad? Dad?"
He considered for a moment. He looked up at the sky and at the foot prints he'd left in the dirt.
The path had to be somewhere right around here.
James leaned back and shouted his father's name.
His voice echoed through the woods. Crows cawed in the tree above him.
As he walked around further hills and rocks and trees, he kept shouting his Dad's name, and
later, as his face started getting redder and wetter, he screamed it, and eventually, he sat down and
sobbed it.
What frightened James most was not that he was lost, it was the dread certainty that he
shouldn't be. And that it shouldn't be so dark outside. The more time he'd spent walking, the more misty
and gloomy the forest had become. He couldn't see the sun anymore, and the trees looked different.
They were darker, rougher, bigger, and more gnarly. Some of them looked black through the mist.
Eventually, James got up and started walking again. A voice from the back of his mind told him
that he'd been walking near a lake earlier, and that although he might have missed the path, the lake
was a lot bigger than the path, and if he could find the lake, he'd find the path again. He started walking
in a direction he hoped would lead him to the lake. At some point, one of his shoes came untied and fell
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off when James tripped over a tree root. He'd been too upset to notice it's absence or the white hand that
gently picked it up after he was gone. He was also too upset to notice the occasions that it appeared
ahead of him, resting on a stump, or hanging from a tree branch.
Because there wasn't an adult around to tell him to stop acting like a child, James's imagination
started to run away on him. Sometimes, he saw faces out of the corner of his eye. Sometimes he'd spin
around and let out a hoarse scream because he could have sworn that branches were touching him when
they shouldn't have been. And sometimes he heard the trees mumbling things to him, some things in
words he understood, and other things in words he didn't
And as he walked along, the forest getting darker all around him, he kept calling his father's
name, quiet as a whisper because his throat hurt too much to call otherwise.

Gary's knuckles were sore.
All afternoon, Gary and his wife had been going from one house to another, knocking on doors.
The sun was setting on the grey street Gary stalked, casting long shadows through the trees. Before
long, Gary would need a flashlight.
He went up the walk of a white, brick, single story home and wiped his sweating palms on his
jeans before knocking on the door. He was about to knock again when the it opened. An older man
dressed in khaki pants, a teal dress shirt, and a grey sweater stared out.
"Hi," Gary said, forcing his hand into the man's. "I'm Gary. I was wondering if you could spare
just a couple of minutes. I'm looking for a little boy. His name's James." He held up a creased photo of
a boy straddling a tricycle.
The man took the photo from Gary.
"My wife and I came into town today to hike the trails along the lake. My son. He um." Gary
cleared his throat. "He went missing while we were out there. I was hoping you might have seen him."
The old man handed the photo back and slipped his hand into his pocket.
"What was he wearing?" he asked.
"A red and white striped shirt. Blue jeans. Some red Reeboks."
The man nodded.
"Have you talked to the police?"
"Of course I have."
"Take it easy. They're helping you look?"
"Yes," Gary said.
"You've been at this for a while, haven't you?"
"Have you seen him or not?" Gary asked, his voice more tired than angry.
"Why don't you come inside and rest for a little bit. I can get you something to eat and then you
can head back out."
"I don't think so," Gary said, putting up his hands. "I've got a lot more doors to knock on."
The man put a hand on Gary's shoulder and gestured towards the inside of his house.
"I'm sure the sheriff and his men are doing everything they can. It doesn't take long to eat a
sandwich. And you look like you could use one."
"No, I..."
"Come. You look exhausted. It'll just take a few minutes. I'll even help you look afterwords.
You're going to need your strength if you're going to keep knocking on doors all night."
Gary rubbed a hand over his face. He looked the old man up and down.
"Alright. Alright, thank you." Gary stepped through the door and followed the man's pointing
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hand into the kitchen. "I didn't get your name," he said.
"Allen."
Gary sat down at the table. Allen cracked open the refrigerator.
"How about some salami? Or maybe some ham?"
"Whatever you have is fine."
Allen shuffled around the kitchen, gathering up bread, meat, cheese, and a few condiments.
Each he set down on the table. From the cupboard, he drew out a pair of plates and set one in front of
Gary and the other by the seat across the table.
"Eater's choice. You can make up whatever you like. Thirsty?"
"Oh that's alright."
"I've got some sweat tea," Allen said, leaning into his fridge. "There's some milk. Water."
"Tea is fine," Gary said. He was looking at the sandwich meat, but not touching it.
Allen got a cup out and filled it. He set the pitcher of tea down next to the glass.
"Please. Help yourself." He sat down and got two slices of bread from the loaf.
As Gary put a sandwich together, he tried to hold his hands steady.
"Where have you been to knock on doors?" Allen asked.
Gary put his sandwich down on his plate and clasped his hands together.
"I've been going through your neighborhood, stopping by houses that are near the woods. My
wife takes the north side of the street, and I take the south."
"And nobody has seen anything."
"No," Gary said.
"It's not their fault you know. It's not like they chose to see or not see your son."
"You're one of the few people whose even been willing to speak to me. I can't tell you how
many doors I've had shut in my face this afternoon. I mean, what the hell is wrong with your
neighbors? They can't take a few minutes out of their day to talk to me?"
They sat in silence as Allen finished his sandwich. Eventually, Gary took a few bites of his.
"I'm going to change clothes," Allen said, pushing his chair back from the table. "When I get
back, I'll help you look for your son." Standing, he picked up his plate and carried it to the sink. Then
he disappeared down the hall.
Gary finished his sandwich and made another. His glass of tea emptied and refilled.
He's been gone a long while, Gary thought. His eyes felt heavy, his body warm and sluggish.
Been gone a long while. His eyes drooped closed. And fluttered open again. Just till he comes back,
Gary thought. Just till he...

Someone was shaking his shoulder.
Gary bolted upright.
His face was wet. Drool had collected there while he'd been asleep, his hand told him. Thoughts
crawled about inside his head, trying to find purchase. Asleep. He'd fallen asleep.
There was a red shoe on the table. Its Reebok logo was smudged with half dry mud.
Gary looked up at Allen. He had changed clothes. A brown, earthen shirt was buttoned about his
chest. Belt pouches hung from a worn leather belt that wrapped around his waist. Muddy boots left
tracks that lead from the patio door to where Allen stood.
"Is this your son's shoe?" Allen asked.
"What the hell?"
"Is this your son's shoe, Gary?"
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"Where in the hell did you get that?" Gary asked, rising from his chair.
"It is then."
"Yes. It is. Where did you get it from?"
"I need to show you."
"Damn right you do."
"That's not what I mean. I can't just explain to you how I got it. I need to show you."
"Why?"
"Because you'll never believe me otherwise. Unless you see with your own eyes."
"What are you going on a about?"
"And you're going to need to be patient. I know that you're worried about your son..."
"I swear to God, if you don't start making sense, I'm going to throttle you until you do."
"But if you won't calm down, you'll be of no help to him."
"Listen," Gary said, jabbing his finger into Allen's chest. "From where I stand, you've not got
much more time to explain yourself. Where. In the hell. Did you get this shoe?"
Allen stood like a statue.
"I swear to God, if you've hurt him, I'll kill you."
"I don't have him."
"Then where did he get this from?"
"A friend from the forest."
Gary's brow furrowed.
"You've stepped into a very different world Mr. Kirkpatrick. One you've never had any dealings
with."
"Wait, how do you..."
Allen pushed forward.
"We're wasting time. I can answer all of your questions. But you need to get control of yourself.
And you need to be patient."
"Where is my son?"
"I don't know."
"Then where did you get his shoe?" Gary asked, his voice cracking.
"I'll show you," Allen said.
Gary put his hand over his mouth. He took a long look into Allen's steady eyes.
"Alright." He gestured towards the patio door.
Allen turned to a coat rack and removed two grey cloaks.
"It’s going to be cold tonight. You're going to need this."
The cloak was thick and woolen, but soft. It had a lace at the neck and a deep hood.
"Where are we going?" Gary asked.
"Into the forest," Allen told him. "To look for your son."
"The police told me to stay out of the forest."
"We'll be fine." Allen said. He slid open the patio door and motioned Gary outside. Next to the
door was a leather ruck sack, which Allen threw over his shoulder, and a lantern, which he bent down
to light.
"Come on."
The two men walked towards the dark edge of the woods behind the house, Allen holding the
lantern aloft. There was a dirt path that twisted between the trees, which rose and fell over roots and
rocks. The lanterns light reached into the forest a short way and then died, leaving the rustling trees
shrouded in darkness. Allen held the lantern higher and stood still. His eyes scanned the gaps in the
trees.
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"Why are we stopping?"
Allen turned to look at Gary, but said nothing. Reaching back, he pulled the hood of his cloak
over his head against the wind. Turning, he walked into the woods. Gary lingered a moment at the
edge, watching as the wind howled through the trees. Then he followed Allen into the dark.

After stumbling over gnarled roots and jumping at shadows for nearly an hour, Gary finally
stumbled out of the woods into an open clearing. In its center was a fire pit surrounded by a ring of
stones.
"Shouldn't we have walked into the lake by now?" he asked Allen. "Unless I got turned around
or something."
"Yes. We should have," Allen said. He set down his ruck sack by a fallen tree. "We're going to
need enough wood for a fire. Could you help me gather some?"
"Why do we need to build a fire?"
"I'll show you."
"You keep saying that."
"I told you to be patient."
"Can you perhaps imagine why that's hard? Huh? I mean I've followed you on a hike over half
the god-damned county, and I don't think I'm any closer to finding James than I was an hour ago. My
wife is probably out of her mind worried." Gary said, spinning away from Allen. "I can't believe I
forgot to say something to her," he added pacing back and forth. "What the hell AM I DOING OUT
HERE."
"I'll explain as soon as we get this fire going," Allen said, holding up his hands. "I promise."
Allen went to the edge of the clearing and hung his lantern from the branch of a tree. Twigs
snapped as he walked through the trees and bent here and there to pick up dead wood. When Gary had
finished pacing, he joined Allen.
Sticks, some the thickness of string, other's finger thick, still other's the thickness of a wrist or
an arm, piled up next to the circle of stones. Allen arranged some of the smaller sticks, the tinder, into
the shape of a tepee with a small gap on one side. Around that, he expanded the tepee with the finger
thick kindling. Then he ordered the larger branches in the shape of a hexagon, with the over long
branches sticking out past the edges of the pattern.
"Never saw anybody build a fire like that in the boy scouts," Gary said.
Allen grunted.
"What are you doing?"
"You'll see as soon as the fire gets going."
Once the firewood had reached knee height, Allen stood from where he had been kneeling next
to the stone circle and went to his ruck sack. From it, he drew a thermos, a lidded jar, and a knife. The
thermos's cap came off and Allen poured its thick contents onto the pile. Screwing the lid back in place,
he set the thermos aside. Next he picked up the knife. He ran its edge across the back of his forearm
and held it out over the firewood, occasionally squeezing with his hand to force out more blood. Gary's
eyes widened, but he said nothing.
When Allen lit the firewood with a spark from his flint and steel, it flared up, the whole pile
catching at once. It burned bright and hot. Allen shielded his face with a hand, and Gary took a step
back. At first, the flame was glaring white, but as it diminished it became dull and orange. The smoke
that rose from the fire was thick and black. Allen went to his lantern hanging on the tree branch and
turned it off.
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"Now what?" Gary asked, stepping out of the smoke that was blowing towards him on the wind.
"Now this," Allen said. Picking up the jar and removing the clasp on the lid. Reaching his
thumb and forefinger inside, he pulled out a ceramic spoon. Two scoops of the jar's contents went into
the fire. The flames flickered and the smoke died away. Then the thermos, the jar, and the knife went
back into the bag.
"In a few moments," Allen said. "You're going to see something new, something few people
have or will ever see. And when you see it, I want you to remain calm. No excitement. No sudden
movements. Stay calm, and still, and quiet."
The wind died away, and for a moment, the woods were still. When the wind picked back up, it
was blowing in the opposite direction and more gently than before.
Gary's eyes roamed the edge of the clearing, darting between the trees.
A blue light flickered far away. It passed in and out of sight as if between the trunks of trees. As
it came closer, it seemed to pause from time to time and then continue towards the clearing.
"What is that?" Gary said.
"In simple terms? I suppose you could call it a spirit. Or a sprite. It's old. And shy."
Gary watched it wheel through the trees as it drew closer.
"You were right. I never would have believed you."
Allen pulled Gary closer to the fire and directed him to sit on a stump. The blue light came right
to the edge of the clearing and stopped. It bobbed up and down and circled a tree.
"What's it waiting for?"
"It wants to take a look at us before it comes. It's shy." Allen glanced at Gary, who was intent on
the light. "But don't mistake shy for harmless."
Allen stood slowly as the light entered the clearing and floated towards the fire. He held out a
hand for Gary to remain still. The light floated up until it was level with Allen's face. Its bright center
pulsed a few times.
"Hello yourself," Allen said.
Descending towards the ground, the center grew, like a bud. As it expanded, it seemed to take
on solid form. Lines appeared in its surface. It cracked and moaned as it grew. It unfolded.
As the light faded, Gary could make out a squat shape about a foot tall. Arms and legs unfolded
from its growing center and planted themselves on the ground. The grinding, cracking sound grew
louder. From the top of the shape two eyes opened, and a mouth yawned wide. The light now shone
faintly from between the cracks in the sprite's rocky skin. Heavy green moss grew in patches about its
body, and a smell, at once musty, pine, and wet, overpowered the smell of smoke.
Allen bent forward, pinched some dirt between his fingers, and stretched out his hand towards
the sprite. Passing its eyes from the dirt to Allen's face, the sprite reached out its hand, took the pinch of
dirt from him, and dropped it back to the ground.
"Thank you for coming," Allen said.
The sprite's mouth opened and a rumbling murmur came out.
"We need your help. This man," Allen said, gesturing. "His name is Gary Kirkpatrick. His son,
James, has wandered into the woods. We're hoping to find him."
The sprite nodded and looked to Gary.
"Give him the photo," Allen said, nudging him. "Gary."
Gary fumbled under his cloak and pulled the photo out from his pocket.
The sprite took it and held it low before the firelight.
It croaked and growled.
"Where?"
"How can you understand it?" Gary whispered.
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Allen held up a finger.
"He's saying he hasn't seen the boy, but he's heard rumors that a child has come into the forest."
"Can you help us find him?" Gary asked.
The sprite's body cracked and groaned as it nodded its head. The glow from its skin darkened
for a moment before, in a flash of light, it was gone, replaced with the ball of cyan which flitted off into
the darkened trees.
"Where's he going?"
"To help us. He'll come back. But we might be waiting a while." Allen stood. "We should get
more wood for the fire."
Gary set down his stack of wood next to Allen's and joined him on the fallen log he was seated
on, warming his hands over the flames.
"I have a million questions and no idea which one to ask."
"That's about how I felt."
"What do you think has happened to my son?"
"I think that he got lost in this forest." Allen said, pulling a pipe from his rucksack.
"What is this place?"
Allen stuffed some tobacco from a pouch into the bowl of the pipe and lit it with a match
shielded from the wind by his hand.
"You know, I've lived here for thirty years, and I still couldn't tell you." As Allen puffed at his
pipe, its orange coals lit across his face. "The best way I can explain it to you is that we're on top." He
held out one hand and put the other on top of it. "Or perhaps in between," he said interlacing his
fingers. "Raymond State Park is here," he said, waving his first hand. "We're here." He waved the
second.
"How?"
"I have no idea."
"Then how did we get here?"
"If you know the way, you can always find it. I don't know how I know to get here, but I do. If
you were to come often enough, I think you would too."
"Are there other places like this?"
"The world is chock full of them. In forests, in caves, along roads, and even in cities."
"But how did my son end up in here?"
"That's a good question," Allen said, leaning back and taking hold of his pipe by the bowl.
"Your son isn't the first little boy to find himself wandering alone in these woods. I think children
perceive the world in some fundamentally unique way that's lost to many of us when we grow older.
They can still find the paths that hide between the trees."
"Do you think he's alright?"
Allen took a long puff from his pipe.
"I hope so."
When the fire began to die down, Allen rose and put some more wood on the fire.
"Do other things live here? Things like that spirit?"
"Yes. Many things. A few are friendly like Karnack, the spirit you met earlier. Others have
sensibilities that are altogether alien. I have trouble understanding Karnack, and I've known him since I
was a boy. The others are much worse."
"Would they harm James?"
"Some would." Allen said. "But don't dwell on that."
"Why in God's name? He's just a boy."
"Why does a wolf hunt and kill other animals? For some, it is their nature. For others there are...
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different reasons. There is a great deal of power in children. A great deal of potential."
"That doesn't make any sense."
"You can imagine how our ancestors felt before they were able to examine our world under the
lens of science."
"How do you know so much?"
"I don't really. I just know more than you. And that has come from experience."
Allen tapped out his pipe on the log and filled it again. Gary put more wood on the fire.
"There he is," Allen said, pointing. The blue shape was returning through the trees.
"What did you find?" Allen asked when Karnack was again standing before them.
Karnack spread his hands wide and gestured towards what Gary imagined to be north. His voice
rumbled, thundered, and shook.
"What's he saying?"
"He's found James. We need to hurry."
The two men were soon marching into the woods close behind a floating blue light which wove
through the trees ahead.
"Karnack said that your son was discovered wandering through a grove of trees. Caught him
and brought him before an old satyr named Asraios."
"What does he want with my son?"
"I don't know. But Karnack is leading us to his home."
Karnack brought them to a slope deep in the forest which was clear of trees and plants. Above,
it was densely shrouded by the forest canopy. Eight flat stones surrounded the area, each marked with a
single bizarre symbol that flickered and writhed whenever Gary looked at them. In the center of the
circle, a large fire burned. At what seemed to be the head of the circle near the top of the slope, stood a
massive oak tree. A satyr sat on one of tree's gnarled roots. In one hand he held large whetstone, and
with the other, he applied to the stone a long knife. Beside the satyr sat a stone bowl filled with dark
liquid.
"When I kneel," Allen said, "you kneel."
As Gary passed into the circle of stones he noticed eyes watching from the trees in every
direction. Green, yellow, red. The eyes moved in and filled the space where Allen and Gary had entered
the clearing. The hovered and jostled just outside the light of the fire.
Allen knelt. As did Gary.
"Asraios," Allen said, holding his fist to his head.
"I do not know you," Asraios said, running his blade down the length of the whetstone.
"My name is Allen. I am the son of Aemos."
Asraios nodded and Allen stood.
"Who is this?"
"His name is Gary. Who is your father Gary?"
"Um. My dad's name was Robert."
Asraios nodded.
"Why have you come here Allen son of Aemos and Gary son of Robert?"
"We are looking for a boy. His name is James. He is the son of Gary."
"Ah. The boy. What do you want with him?"
"He's my son," Gary said.
"The boy is precious to this man," Allen said.
Asraios cocked his head to one side. He drew his knife down the whetstone several times before
speaking again.
"And have you brought a suitable trade?"
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Gary looked to Allen.
"Trade?" he whispered.
"He won't just give the boy up. He views James as recently acquired property, and he'll want
something in return for the child's release."
"Please," Gary said. "He's my son."
"One child for another," Asraios said. "That is a fair trade."
"Where the hell do you expect me to get a child?"
Voices stirred past the firelight. Eyes flared and darted. There was shouting and snarling.
Asraios brayed loudly and the voices beyond the firelight fell silent. He then turned to glare at
Allen and Gary.
"I'm sorry," Allen said, bowing. "My friend did not mean to offend you. He is very worried
about his child."
Asraios's dark eyes studied the two men. Then he nodded.
"What else might we be able to trade for the boy?" Allen asked. "What is it that you want with
him?"
"He will water the great tree," Asraios said, gesturing with his knife.
"Oh God." Gary turned away from Asraios.
"Pardon us," Allen said. "I must speak with my friend."
"He's going to kill James, isn't he?" Gary said, quietly.
"Yes."
"What good does that do him?"
"A life has great power. Especially the life of a child."
"Have you seen James?"
"No," Allen said, glancing around.
"We could take him."
Allen shook his head.
"They'd just kill us."
"Then what are we going to do?" Gary said, eyes clinging to Allen.
Allen looked away from Gary at the fire-pit. He watched the flames leap and caper and dance.
"I don't think there is anything we can do, unless we can come up with something Asraios
wants."
"Can you think of anything besides a child?"
"I'm sorry Gary."
Gary wrung his hands and stepped away from Allen. He paced before the fire. Asraios scraped
his knife along his whetstone, switching the blade from side to side. The voices beyond the fire
muttered and growled.
"What about me?" Gary asked.
"You?"
"Would he take me?"
Allen shuffled his feet.
"He might."
"Ask him," Gary said.
"Asraios," Allen said. "What about this man? The boy's father. Would you take him in place of
the boy?"
Asraios's gaze flickered across Gary's face.
"He is grown."
Allen rubbed his hand across his face.
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"I love him," Gary said, tears streaming down his face.
"Gary..."
Gary stepped around Allen.
"You've been living in the middle of a forest for the last thousand years, so I'll let you in on a
secret. Humans don't have anything that's more powerful than love. You think a child's great? It's out
love for them that makes them special. I know that you've got no idea what I'm talking about because
the only being in your world is yourself, but let me ask you this; can you imagine anything that's
powerful enough to make you do things for somebody else? To take you anywhere? Make you do
anything?"
Gary trembled and jabbed his finger at Asraios.
"I love my son, and that love will sustain your fucking tree for a thousand generations."
Asraios tapped his knife on the whetstone. The forest was still and silent save the crackling of
the fire.
He nodded.
"I want to see my son first," Gary said.
Asraios gestured to some of the shadowing figures that hovered beyond the firelight, and they,
bowing, shambled off into the darkness behind the tree. Allen wrapped an arm around Gary's shoulder.
The two men stood against the chill wind; the fire gave them no warmth. Around them, the creatures in
the darkness cavorted, howled, and screamed.
"Thank you," Gary said.
"You're welcome."
"Can I ask you for one more favor?"
"Of course."
"Just make sure that James doesn't." Gary swallowed. His mouth moved, but only dry air came
out. "Just make sure he isn't..."
"Dad!"
A boy stood at the edge of the firelight next to the great oak tree. Dark hands fell from his
shoulders as he ran into the firelight. Gary knelt down and caught his son in his arms.
"Hey buddy," Gary said. He held James's face in both his hands and looked his son over through
blurry eyes. "Are you alright?"
"I kept trying to find you," James said. "I'm sorry Dad. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to."
"Hey. It's alright now," Gary said, hugging his son again. "It's going to be alright."
"Are you going to make the monsters go away?"
Gary smiled.
"That's right," he said, running his hand through his son's hair. "I'm going to make the monsters
go away."
He pushed his son back from himself.
"James. Hey buddy. James I want you to meet Allen. He's a good guy, and I want you to go with
him back to Mom. Alright?"
"What are you going to do?" James asked.
"I need to stay here for a little while."
"Why?"
Gary bit down on the inside of his lip. He tasted blood before he answered.
"There's some unsettled business between me and that guy over there. You just run along now to
your Mom."
James's eyes began to water.
"Hey. Didn't I tell you things are going to be alright? Now you take Allen's hand."
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As Allen led James away into the woods, Gary called out.
"I love you buddy. I love you more than anything."

It wasn't long before Allen was carrying James. The boy kicked and screamed, but Allen held
him tight. From behind them, Allen could hear the rhythmic chanting of the beasts around the fire. It
rose, frenzied, punctuated by howls and screams. Allen turned and kept himself between the boy and
the clearing.
Ahead, Karnack flickered in the trees.
Gary knelt over the roots of the oak, Asraios clutching his hair. As dark shapes danced around
the fire, Asraios drew his knife across Gary's throat in a swift, sudden motion. Asraios then dropped the
knife and took hold of Gary's hands so he couldn't press them to his neck. Blood ran down the roots and
into the ground.
"You'll be alright," Allen said, holding James. Karnack floated up between Allen and the
clearing and his blue light shone, washing out the scene behind them. Allen turned and began walking
back towards town.
"You'll be alright."
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Mama Turner’s Place
by Daniel Partain
My parents didn’t know what to do with me when I was little, so they left me with family while
they went to work. In the country, even old people work, so I ended up staying with the very old. I
grew up with Mama Turner. My great-grandmother. She was too old to work anymore.
She lived way out in the country, in the Mississippi Delta, a place reminiscent of the grand Old
South. There was a large main house, a fenced-in pool, a smaller side-house, and two barns complete
with rusting tractors—a scene you'd want David O. Selznick to direct. Maybe Mama Turner would
have liked being in movies, but if she was ever some Hollywood-caliber Southern belle, there were no
traces of her beauty or charm left by the time I came around.
Regardless, she still tried to keep up appearances. Her once proud, long and luscious eyebrows
now clung together dejectedly and matted. Instead of breaking out the color in her eyes, her eyeshadow made it look like her face was attempting to swallow her eyeballs. She put on so much blush
that big, red patches started to cake off of her cheeks in clumps. She painted her fingernails nearly
every day, but the color she used reminded me of blood. She was unlike anyone I had ever seen.
Through the years she managed to pick up some nervous habits. She always had to be doing
something with her hands. Her favorite activity was swirling the hair in the middle of her head; she did
it so much that she created a bald spot. She was also overly concerned with the pool. Nearly every halfhour, she would shriek, “Hey! Who’s in the pool?” The pool had a huge fence all the way around it and
the gates were always padlocked—if someone wanted to get in the pool, they would have to get her to
unlock it first. She never brought out the key or let anyone in, but she always wanted to know who was
in her pool. For a long time, I thought she was permanently attached to her rocking chair. She would sit
there all day, creaking back and forth, as reruns of Days of Our Lives played on the television and she
kept looking out the window towards the pool.
At the day’s end, when my parents finally got off work and came to pick me up, Mama Turner
would demand a kiss. Now, the last thing a little boy wants to do is kiss a girl, especially if she’s old,
smelly and bald. Somehow she always got me into her lap, but I would still resist. She would say, “If
you don’t kiss me, then I’m going to run out into the woods and let the dogs eat me!” I’ve never
understood how that was supposed to be encouraging. After the deed was done, she would reach down
into her purse and pull out a crisp dollar bill, my prize for enduring the day. My parents would smile at
Mama Turner and she would return the favor, revealing a smudge of lipstick on her fake teeth. Then,
we would turn to walk out of the house.
Walking past the pool, I’d always look through the cracks in the fence boards. Just water. Never
any people. When I’d get in the car, I’d look back at the house and see Mama Turner watching from the
window and sometimes I’d hear a splash.
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Ownership
by Rachel Castleberg
“His face, appealingly grotesque and full of a certain wicked humor, reminded one of the jaded
and shady sideshows of a twopenny circus: the kind of sideshow that one enjoyed in spite of oneself,
the kind that creates a shared laughter that can only be reflected in the entertainer's bombastic humility.
He was a paradoxical sort of man, and his face showed this like a delightfully gaudy banner."
She read over the words again, and decided they would do for now. She was proud of the word
"grotesque." She'd been looking for a place to settle it for several weeks, and now it finally had a home
in her mind. She wondered if she was the only person who considered "grotesque" to have a positive
connotation.
"It overambitious of me to assume that you would actually pay attention, wasn't it."
It was a statement, not a question, but not a critical one. She didn't immediately look up. She
already knew what his face looked like.
"You wanted me to explain this to you, did you not?"
Deciding to sate him a little, but not too much, she answered, eyes still gripped by her sheet of
paper:
"That is what I said, wasn't it, my dear? You are so hard of hearing sometimes."
"So why aren't you listening? This might be on your exams."
Life was too short for exams, she decided. But he was beginning to sound concerned, so she
finally lifted her gaze to linger on his face. She smiled again. He definitely had a positive connotation.
"I found something more interesting."
"You flatter me so," he returned.
She giggled and he continued. He was telling her about the nature of light, and, more
specifically, its duality.
She listened to him proclaim light as both wave and particle (he could have been an orator, she
thought) and almost believed him . It wasn't until he began to say that mass was also wave and particle
that she planted her face on top of her hands to give him her most incredulous stare.
"Nonsense. All of it."
"But because of the inverse proportion of mass to velo--what?"
"You're making it up as you go, aren't you?"
He stared back, features blank, and then he deflated, shrunk into himself, and asked with
apparent disappointment: "How could you tell? I practiced so hard."
She finally released her laughter, and to watch his face the sound went through him and thrilled
him, like the joy of opening an anticipated gift. He expanded like a carnival balloon, even beyond his
previous limits, filling her vision once more.
"Do you think I'm a liar?" he asked once she had finished with her mirth, mirroring the
configuration of her hands.
"Yes."
"How so?"
"You never practice."
And then they were sharing their laughter, and for a moment the joy was the thing that mattered.
"So what is more interesting than I?" he asked, this time interrupting her.
"Nothing" she answered as she tried to remove the objectionable sheet of paper from his
peripheral sight.
But he was the vision, and, seeing everything, he gently caught it from her scurrying fingers.
She tried to reveal none of her trepidation as he perused her ode to his features, but she probably
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failed. He was the one no one could ever read, as closed as a locked diary.
Peering up at her from heavy-lidded eyes he mumbled something as he breathed out slowly,
more to himself than her. Pursing his lips and looking away, he held out her paper to her. But she didn't
reach for it.
"What is that supposed to mean?" she snapped like a lash. She sat up now, straight as steel,
tense as a guitar string, and waiting to snap with a sting.
He avoided the fury of her gaze as he answered "I do not deserve such words."
For a moment she lost her voice, but finding it again she rallied, expanding to fill her own
vision, forcing him into a corner he could not escape.
"Why ever not?" her voice crackled, storming and angry. She did not give gifts lightly, and
certainly not such gifts. Who was he to reject them? She would see that he would rue the day he had
done so, rue the day he had been born-"You're getting upset again, love. Don't get carried away."
Her breath caught, like the instant before the pin pops the balloon, and for a moment she
thought she might burst. But then she shrunk back to normal size, pulling herself inward, and sulked
nastily at him.
"I never meant to upset you," he added with dismay, “but then I never do."
She did not say anything. She did not chuckle.
"What have I done to deserve such an honor?" he pleaded, cajoling her. "What do I have besides
an interesting face?"
"Apparently nothing," she spat, shredding apart the tendril of gentleness he had exposed to her
fury.
She almost missed the flash of irritation dash through his eyes. For a moment his features were
ugly.
"It is not my fault that you are frivolous with your words," he rebuked through gritted teeth.
"I am generous with my words. All men deserve words--though different ones," she sniffed.
"All men?"
"Yes. I should think it obvious!"
"Why should all men deserve them?"
"Because they are men, you fool! They own and are owned by words. Men use them like a
sword even while they are lead by them like children. Men are nothing but words."
"Only words?"
"Yes. Men define themselves in words, and they define other men in words. Only words."
"And this description is how you define me?"
"Yes."
"How you own me?"
Silence.

36

Pebble Cove
by Derek Wentz
James Whittaker glanced up from his laptop screen. The sun had sunk over the horizon while
he'd been absorbed with work, and now, it was dark outside. He rubbed his eyes, closed his laptop, and
pushed back his chair. In the bathroom, he pulled a towel off the towel bar and his swimming trunks
from the drying rack.
Standing on the front porch of his new Florida beach house, James admired the full moon that
hung over the peaceful Atlantic ocean. As the breeze cloyed at his hair, James threw his towel over his
naked shoulders and walked down the sandy path that led to the beach beyond the nearby grassy hills.
Since he'd moved to Pebble Cove, James had spent every evening down by the ocean,
sometimes walking along the beach, and sometimes bathing in the waves. He had yet to have met
another resident of the lakeside community.
Pebble Cove was perfect.
A few nights ago, he'd found a sandbar about two hundred feet from shore, and since then, he
swam out to it in the evenings and let the waves lap over his chest as he sat staring up at the stars.
Down by the shoreline, James laid his towel out on the sand a little ways above the surf. He
glanced at the dark empty houses that stretched up and down the beach as he yawned, arched his back,
and stretched his arms. The sound of the lolling waves made James smile. The words had never come
as strong or as quick as they had by the sea. They seemed to ooze from his fingers while he worked,
and James often found himself unintentionally putting in long hours at his keyboard. Living here, he'd
though. I could write two novels in a year.
The water was cool compared to the warm summer air. James waded out until the foam was up
to his chest and then leaned forward and dove into the shimmering waves. As he swam, the ground
slowly dropped away beneath him.
Where is it? he wondered.
The bar should have come back up beneath him by now.
God, I have a terrible sense of direction.
Although he'd swam out to the sand bar several times, it never seemed to be where he expected
it.
He swam back and forth for a while, legs probing beneath him for a rising pile of sand.
Eventually he gave up and began treading water. The water was clear enough and the moonlight strong
enough that James dipped his head beneath the surface and tried to make out the shape of the ocean
floor.
The absence of the sandbar made James strangely anxious.
The water, James thought, looking around again. It should push up the water.
Further out, James spotted a region of water where the waves rose up early and sometimes
crashed while still distant from the beach.
Thank God, he thought, as he swam towards it.
The water over the sand bar seemed to be shallower than usual. James remained fascinated by
the ocean's tides. From what he understood, they were effected by the moon and the sun both. Sand
slipped out from under his feet, pushed about by the incoming waves. With each step, he dug his feet
into the sand and delighted in the feeling of it slipping between his toes. The moon above was full and
yellow.
Shouldn't that mean a higher tide? Or is it a lower one?
As James walked further onto the sandbar, the sand became firmer. His toes had a harder time
digging into the ocean floor. He stopped and sat down. The water line was level with his waist. Tonight,
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the ocean was quiet, peaceful. The waves washed over his body, and James began to feel a familiar
warmth that he now associated with the sea spread through him.
It's not unlike drinking, James thought, smiling. Except tomorrow I won't have a hangover.
There was a strange sense of deja vu in that.
Hands planted behind him, James leaned back to stair up at the night sky. The patterns of stars
had become more familiar since he had moved here. After his second night out on the beach, James had
been inspired to buy a book on constellations. Down near the horizon, he could make out Sagittarius.
There, across from the centaur, was Scorpius. James traced patterns up the skyline, connecting the dots
between the shapes. He pressed his feet out away from him, digging deep channels into the sand. He
pulled his feet back and dug into the sand again. And again. James realized the ground was no longer
shifting beneath his feet. It gave way, but it didn't relocate. And it felt smooth. Slippery. James repeated
his motions. Rubbing his feet against the smooth surface felt wonderful.
Feels good, was all he could think. Feels great.
Had someone been watching James from the shore they would have seen a strange sight. The
moon, reflected on the surface of the ocean as a single solitary yellow dot behind James Whittaker, split
into three. One of the new moons lay to James's right, and the other, to his left.
James continued to rub his feet on the ocean floor and as he did, his pupils began to dilate. The
moonlight became brilliant and silver, shining down like a spotlight from the heavens. The stars began
to swim and as James glanced about him, he could see through the waves around the sandbar. A school
of fish swam around a tangle of seaweed out by the sandbar's northern edge. A shark glided through the
shallows to the east.
Four novels, James thought. I'll be damned if I don't write four novels this year.
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Have You Heard the Darkman’s Tale?
by Chris McKeever
Have you heard the Darkman’s tale
Told by bards in firelight,
Carried on the voice of crows
From highest aerie to lowest vale?
Heed the fear in children’s eyes
On gusty nights with howling wind,
The flailing branches—his prying fingers,
The mewling screams—his victim’s cry.
See his terror in each hearth
Inembered in the dying light—
Eldest prince of deepest dread
Of man’s high joy, its final dearth.
It is he who gives the Goatman pause
In ancient woods on moonless nights
And stays the hoary hand of death
The first of all of nature’s laws.
On nights like this his song is heard
His presence presses close behind
Those who know the fearsome tale
With whispered breaths recite each word
In time with every primal beat
Offered up by practiced drums—
A dread communion held among
The fervent whispers of each seat.
Refuse his name, and he will find you—
You who hide the Darkman’s tale.
Invoke these words along your travels
From the highest aerie or lowest vale.
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The Eden We Forgot
(1977-present)
by Chris McKeever
And the voyager looked back and laughed
at all that life had become—all that we had made ourselves to be,
while coldly calculating the sum of our existence
curious of our desire to explore the chilling emptiness
of what might be called a hell or a heaven built only for us.
Each new vista as cold as the last
and with each view a little dimmer
darkness was no longer
a measurement worth making
but a permanent condition—a consequence of exile.
Least loved and outcast,
sent with one message
repeated with such infrequency
every time as painful as the last:
“Go on. Never turn back.
“Search out the darkness in which you travel.”
The message was never much more than that.
But intrepid and faithful, the voyager carried on,
an errant knight in an alien land
questing for an unknown grail,
only slowing once to catch a final glimpse of home.
Four million miles away it sends a picture
of the Eden we forgot:
a solitary pale blue dot.
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On Bruises
by Rachel Castleberg
A sunset-hued bruise
just below my left knee
should be swelling
lifting like winter sunrise
beneath my right eye.
A toothful grin would spread and reach
with arms like waving grain
stretching toward swimming suns
and I would wince
taste salt on cracked lips
swish spit
and swallow sea.
Pick your things up off the floor
by Rachel Castleberg
I am a shattered wine-glass
a crawling puddle of merlot
brittle shards of bone
buried in your persian rug
You dare not touch me now
or bleach me with your breath
I bite with broken glass teeth
and lick lips red with froth
My caustic flesh congeals
behind the leather sofa
your acrid stain remover
is boiling my skin
I’ve been drunk up you glutton
Your feast now writhes and grins
but these stains
they are fading
now
and the carpet
the carpet is
replaceable
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They Say I Am This Woman-thing.
by Rachel Castleberg
Singing hymns in muffled evening
(puffing breath in heartbeat time).
Sacrificed for cherry cheesecake
(open as a broken egg).
Spread like thin communion wafers
(hands across my belly skin).
Scattered onto threadbare carpet
(bright as prism-shattered light).

42

