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Hello family, friends, and 

fans! 

Whew, has 2020 been 

quite the year! The best thing 

about it is that if someone 

were to chronicle the events 

of this year into a novel, 

publishers would reject it for 

being too insane, without a 

coherent plot, and that there 

were too many things going 

on so several subplots got 

dropped.  

With this in mind, I bring 

myself back to the idea of 

mental health. Are you using 

this time at home to write? If 

so, great! That’s perfect for 

you! You should be 

extremely proud of yourself. 

If not, you shouldn’t be 

disappointed with yourself. 

And here’s why: your needs 

aren’t being met right now.  

“What needs are those?” 

you may ask. Ever heard of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs? It’s a pyramid chart. 

You can’t go up to the next 

level until the first level has 

been dealt with. First comes 

basic needs: food, shelter, 

water, rest. Then comes 

safety and security. That’s 

where most of us are stuck 

right now. After that, 

relationships and a social life 

come into play. Not just 

romantic relationships, but 

platonic as well. The need for 

achievement and 

accomplishment is next. And 

then, and only then, comes 

self-actualization, which 

includes all creative 

endeavors.  

In other words, if you are 

stuck somewhere at the safety 

and security or relationship 

levels, you shouldn’t beat 

yourself up for being unable 

to write. You aren’t there yet. 

You have a few things to take 

care of first before you can 

focus on your creativity.  

Confession time: this 

edition of “Letter from the 

Editor,” or really, the past 

three of them, have been the 

only writing I have been able 

to do. Even then, I have to 

push myself to do it. I can’t 

touch fiction, journaling feels 

too personal and scary, and 

blogging and newsletter ideas 

have come up dry.  

I’m mad at myself. 

I’m frustrated with my 

lack of 

accomplishment, 

productivity, and 

creativity. But when I 

remembered Maslow’s 

Hierarchy, it was the 

first step towards 

forgiving myself, 

accepting my limitations, and 

reminding myself that my 

writing will be there when 

I’m ready to return.  

Hopefully, you can start 

this journey soon, too.  

My Facebook, Twitter, 

and Instagram are 

@hayleygauthor, and my 

website, hayleygauthor.com, 

are where you can keep up 

with my writing under my 

pen name, Hayley Green. 

You can also stay up to date 

with Write of Passion on our 

Facebook and Twitter 

@writeofpassion1, or 

Instagram @writeofpassion, 

and our website, 

writeofpassion.com.  

Be kind to yourselves, 

and happy writing! 

Letter from the Editor 
By Allison Hinkle 

https://www.facebook.com/HayleyGAuthor/
https://twitter.com/HayleyGAuthor/
https://www.instagram.com/HayleyGAuthor/
https://hayleygauthor.com/
https://www.facebook.com/writeofpassion1/
https://twitter.com/writeofpassion1/
https://www.instagram.com/writeofpassion/
https://writeofpassion.com/
http://www.facebook.com/HayleyGAuthor
https://bit.ly/FracturedRealities
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Avery Graycastle was born in Portland, OR, and practically grew up reading. At 

seven, she stumbled on a Stephen King novel, Pet Cemetery, and was hooked. 

After that she consumed sometimes two or more novels a week in all sorts of 

genres. At nine, Avery knew she wanted to write for a living. Life got in the way, 

as it tends to do, and, though many bumps in the road derailed her, she is back to 

working towards her dreams. Working with the wonderful people of Creative 

Central, Balance of Seven, and Write of Passion is a big part of that. She strives 

now to light the same creative fire in others that saw her through so much darkness. 

 

Contact Avery at avery@writeofpassion.com for any questions or suggestions regarding Twitter 

advertising or for getting more engagement on that platform. 

 

 

 

Allison Hinkle is a writer, avid reader, music-lover, chocolate addict, office 

supply collector, life-long learner, and organization and productivity buff. 

Her love of reading began before her conscious memory, and writing grew 

out of that. Both were an extension of playing pretend and both gave her 

creative imagination an outlet. She now channels her creative energy into 

many projects. 

Some of these are: Editor-in-Chief and Founder of Write of Passion 

Literary Journal, Co-Lead of the Write Away Feedback Group, running 

daily word sprints with her writerly friends, and writing collaborative novel 

projects. Allison can also be found working on several writing projects at 

once, in the middle of reading at least five different books and magazines, 

and she is going to school for a degree in Creative Writing. 

Contact her at allison@writeofpassion.com for questions about Write of Passion Literary Journal’s 

operations, upcoming issues, or just to chat about books and writing.

Meet the Staff Spotlights 

mailto:avery@writeofpassion.com
mailto:allison@writeofpassion.com
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Aaron Gryphon is a 

brand-new writer. He is 

currently working on his first 

book, which is a transition 

from his childhood dream of 

shark training. He wanted to 

train sharks to perform tricks 

at Sea World until he learned 

that they were an apex 

predator, unchanged for 

millions of years, and that 

they have next to no real IQ, 

at least not in the way we 

think about it. They lack the 

intellect to perform tricks. In 

addition to shark training, 

from elementary school he 

wanted to write. He has not 

finished a novel length story 

yet -- this will be his first -- 

but he has written several 

short stories. None of which 

have been submitted for 

publication. When I asked 

him how books got 

published, his answer was 

“magical fairies.” If that had  

been my thought process, I’m 

not entirely sure I’d want to 

publish either. Best not to 

tempt the fae with having 

them do me a favor. 

His family does not really 

have an opinion about his 

writing, which he does during 

downtime at work. So far, his 

beta readers have only asked 

him for more writing.  

A good story for him is 

made by immersion; drag 

them into the world so they 

can live it too. The best way 

to do this is to focus on the 

details. He prefers to focus on 

those small things that the 

human eye notices, but the 

brain often does not. Tiny  

movements, such as a 

character’s tendency to pinch 

the top of his nose in 

frustration. Maybe the color 

of the eyes. Whatever tiny 

details that he focuses the 

reader on, those are always 

important in some way. 

Sometimes one tiny hint, one 

barely mentioned character, 

becomes extremely important 

later. 

His interesting writing 

quirk is that he talks the 

dialogue out to himself while 

he works. One of the things 

he’s learned is how important 

dialogue is to fleshing out 

your character. The idea of 

speaking out his dialogue 

comes from years and years 

in the customer service field. 

He is so used to speaking to 

customers and explaining 

even tiny details that he 

cannot quietly think dialogue 

any longer. He has been 

known to have entire 

conversations with himself 

about little things. If you 

want to learn more about 

Aaron or his writing you can 

find him on Facebook at 

aaron.gryphon.9.

Author Spotlight: 

Aaron Gryphon 
By Avery Graycastle 

https://www.facebook.com/aaron.gryphon.9
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Leo Otherland states that 

books are made and 

published with hard work, 

dedication, and love. It 

requires lots of love because 

there is no way that anyone 

would be dumb enough to 

try something ridiculous like 

publishing a book if they did 

not have a love of the craft. 

Leo starts by writing 

everything down by hand, on paper, and then 

types everything in and edits it. 

When I asked when he first realized he 

wanted to be a writer, his response was that he 

did not really have a specific moment; he just 

knew he  always wanted to be a writer. His first 

sentence, as his mother recorded it, was, “Read 

book, please.” Words and writing were always a 

thing he held dear. When he was young, they 

were a mystery and he wanted to know what 

they were. As he aged and learned to read, 

words kept him alive at a time when there was 

nothing else. Without books, he wouldn’t be 

here now. When he was in that moment when 

books were everything and the only thing, he 

realized he wanted to create books. He wants to 

give others what he has been given and make a 

difference in the lives of others through what he 

writes. 

Writing is a process that can take a great 

deal of time and energy. To do as his heart calls, 

Leo uses whatever available time he has to 

write. This leads to him averaging ten thousand 

words or more in written, 

typed and edited words. 

Sometimes it can be more, 

sometimes it can be less, 

depending upon how the 

other parts of his life are 

affecting his writing. He 

wrote his first novel that he 

considered to have 

potential, The Gray 

Ranger, when he was in 

college. At forty-six thousand words, it took 

him about a year to write, but it was in spring, 

on the last day of the semester, that he held the 

printed manuscript in his hands for the first 

time. 

According to Leo, he gets his inspiration, as 

the line from Stranger than Fiction says, 

“…inexplicably and without method.” His ideas 

spring upon him without warning; one moment 

he has nothing and the next he has a whole 

novel clamoring to be born. He was eight or 

nine when he first started writing short stories 

into notebooks. He finished his first novel 

length project at the age of twelve or thirteen. 

The idea was fine, but he was missing skill to 

believe it was worth it. He wrote the first novel 

he considered to have potential in his twenties. 

When he is not writing, he is working.  

Like many of us, he has a day job and when 

done with that, he works with Write of Passion 

Publishing Company. Currently, he is doing a 

lot of setting up for Write of Passion’s second 

anthology, due in September of 2021. 

Author Spotlight: 

Leo Otherland 
By Avery Graycastle 
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It is common for family to think writing is 

just a hobby. Leo’s family does not seem to 

think much one way or another about his 

writing, except when he is putting a book out. 

At that point, they are only about half interested. 

He has written two and a half books of finished 

original fiction and over 400K words of various 

fan fictions, many of which are novel length on 

their own. Like children, it is hard to pick a 

favorite, but currently it is his All There Is 

series. In all this writing, Leo has learned some 

fascinating things, like how characters come to 

life and take over the story. He can have a plan 

for what he wants, but, in the end, the characters 

take over and tell the story, which, as a creator, 

is sometimes difficult. 

His suggestions to becoming a better writer 

are simple. Read. Read so that you can see 

technique in practice. Write. Write so that you 

can put those techniques into practice on your 

own. Only writing and a true love for the craft 

will help you improve. 

Leo hears from his readers often. He has had 

the wonderful opportunity to become very good 

friends with some of them. He writes a large 

amount of fan fiction on AO3, or Archive of Our 

Own, which allows his readers to comment 

directly on his work. Most say very kind things, 

but as with any author, he has had several 

negative reviews as well. He has had to learn to 

let these roll off him. 

He has had people tell him he should write 

children’s books, but there is no way around it, 

he is an adult fiction writer. He writes dark and 

twisted things and that is what he likes. 

A good story is built on mystery. The 

unknown and what makes you question is what 

keeps a reader coming back. Or at least many 

times. If you can keep your reader invested, they 

will keep coming back. Leo really loves mystery 

in a story though. The less he can tell a reader, 

right up to the end, the happier he is. 

All of this grew out of a childhood passion 

to be an archaeologist because he wanted to 

travel, to go to far away places and dig up the 

remnants of the past. He is still interested in 

archaeology, but knows what he will be doing is 

digging stories out of the earth of his mind. That 

is his calling, his purpose, and what he is meant 

to do. Writing is both his gift and his 

responsibility. 

If you are interested in learning more about 

Leo or reading his available work, he can be 

found on Facebook at 

www.facebook.com/LeoOtherland on Twitter at 

www.twitter.com/RoseOfOtherland and 

Tumbler at 

https://www.tumblr.com/blog/leootherlands. 

http://www.facebook.com/LeoOtherland
https://twitter.com/RoseOfOtherLand
https://www.tumblr.com/blog/leootherlands
http://www.writeofpassion.com
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Why is it important to include holidays in 

our writing? 

When we read, we naturally look for things 

we can relate to in what we are reading. When we 

include things like holidays and religious aspects, 

we allow the reader to relate to our work and feel 

represented.  

 

What if I want to include a religious 

holiday that I do not practice myself? 

Research and sensitivity to readers go a long 

way. Do your research and don’t be afraid to ask 

questions of those who practice that holiday. 

People will be happy that they are represented 

properly, instead of poorly with well-known 

stereotypes. If someone were to write me as a 

character, I’d be happy to give them the 

information they need rather than to allow them 

to go off of rumors and assumptions.  

 

What if I don’t want to include holidays in 

my work? 

That is perfectly fine. I would focus on the 

time of year that your work takes place in or even 

make a reason that your character just doesn’t 

celebrate holidays. We all know someone who 

isn’t a big fan of the holiday season for non-

religious reasons, so it is completely believable 

that your character could be like that. Be prepared 

to include some sort of backstory as to why. It 

doesn’t have to be long or detailed. The character 

could be a foster kid that didn’t get to celebrate 

much or maybe the family just wasn’t big into the 

holidays. 

  

Ask Ani 
By Ani Cox 

http://www.writeofpassion.com
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November 1st, 2020 

I wasn’t looking forward to the holidays this 

year. It feels like the older I get, the less magical 

the holidays get. At this point I know that the 

myth about Santa isn’t real. I don’t know why 

parents would tell their kids that a man comes 

into their home at night to give them presents 

when it is really the gremlins that live in the in-

between where they hoard the things they find, 

and on Christmas Eve, the border between this 

world and that disappears and all their treasures 

fall through to our world. What I haven’t figured 

out is why they wrap them. Don’t even get me 

started on the real reason Thanksgiving started or 

how Halloween originated. 

Anyway, while I have been down, Purdy 

keeps trying to cheer me up about it all. She loves 

the holidays and wants me to enjoy them with 

her. She doesn’t get it, though. She’s an only 

child and doesn’t have to deal with all the chaos 

siblings bring to it. She gets everything to herself. 

My siblings steal all the food, candy, and 

presents. I spend the day watching nieces and 

nephews and cleaning up messes. I miss being a 

kid. I really do. Or I did… 

Last night the craziest thing happened while I 

was asleep. I traveled through dimensions and 

saw a younger version of myself at Christmas. 

She was listening to the gremlins screaming as 

their treasures fell through the void. It was the 

first time I knew that Santa fella was a farce. Just 

wait ‘til I prove the tooth fairy is fake. too. As I 

was saying, though, I watched myself listen. It 

felt just like it did that day. I felt crushed, the 

magic was gone for me, but I remember telling 

myself I’d keep the magic alive for my brother 

and my little niece. I was reminded that even 

though it hurt me to lose the fantasy of a jolly red 

man picking out gifts just for me, I gained the joy 

of building that fantasy for the young ones, and 

seeing their excitement was a great gift of its 

own.  

After that I seemed to find my way to a future 

in which on Halloween I got to be dressed up for 

a party. I remember being so sad when I wasn’t 

old enough to go pumpkin hunting but was too 

old to wear my harvest gown. It seemed like 

another moment where I no longer got to be a 

part of the fun anymore. Only those nineteen and 

under get to go to the harvest. We can’t pumpkin 

hunt until we are twenty-one, though. So, I 

assume I was twenty, the limbo year where we 

are trained for the next year. I didn’t look sad 

about it, though, which was weird. I love the 

harvest. I love getting dressed up and going out at 

night to gather the bounty. While we do that, the 

adults hunt down the pumpkins for the feast. 

While everyone is out doing their jobs, those in 

the limbo year are made to stay home and wait 

for the harvest kids if they come by their homes 

for help. I guess it isn’t so bad to give up one 

year. 

Thanksgiving is just around the corner, and 

I’m currently at a point where I no longer get to 

just enjoy the foods and the visit with my family. 

I’ve upgraded from the kids’ table to the kitchen. 

I get to help mama cook and serve the food now 

while the guys go outside and play with the 

turkey. It sucks that the boys get to go have fun 

while we are cooking everything, but mama says 

it is fair because the boys have to clean up after 

the turkey, and Lester remains a pretty messy 

turkey, so I guess it is fair.  

There will probably always be times that I 

don’t enjoy. I guess that I need to understand that 

I’m not the only one that doesn’t get to just have 

fun during the holidays, but not every year will be 

like that, and some years I’ll get to have more fun 

and other years less fun, and that’s okay. I get to 

spend time with my family and make memories.

Purdy and Dork 

 By Ani Cox 
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 We are in the middle of possibly the worst 

year we will ever live through. 2020 has been a 

rollercoaster ride to say the least. The most 

important thing to do right now is to take care of 

you and what you need, like the “Letter from the 

Editor” in this issue explains.  

That being said, if you are ready to start 

writing, there are a couple of tricks that might 

help get your brain into “the flow.”  

Routines are a great way to get into the 

writing frame of mind. Routines could be 

anything, from writing at the same time of day 

on a regular basis to wearing a certain piece of 

clothing that signals to your brain “It’s time to 

be creative!” Here are a few other examples: 

➢ Having a dedicated creative space in 

which you only do creative activities 

➢ Lighting a candle or using an essential 

oil of a certain scent before you’re 

creative (but if you have pets, be careful 

with this one!) 

➢ Eating a certain 

healthy snack or drink 

while you write and 

only then 

➢ Reading a writing 

reference book for 15-

30 minutes to get 

inspired 

➢ Using a writing 

prompt, journaling, or 

listing out what you 

plan to write that day 

as a warm up 

Basically, it’s anything you 

have, do, or use only when 

writing that signals to your 

brain what you want it to do.  

Don’t expect to see results right away; give 

your brain time to associate this new stimulus 

with what it needs to do.  

If you are familiar with psychology, you 

might recognize this as “classical conditioning,” 

or the pairing of an unrelated stimuli that signals 

something to your brain. Pavlov did this with 

dogs and bells. He rang a bell every time he was 

about to feed the dogs. Eventually, he noticed 

that the dogs salivated when he rang the bell, 

regardless of whether or not he gave them food. 

The dogs associated the bell with food. 

You can do this with writing, or any creative 

endeavor. Just pick a stimulus, and do it before 

you are creative consistently. Soon, you may 

start to notice that it’ll be easier for your brain to 

switch to “creative mode” as soon as the 

stimulus or routine is present.

Writing Tips: Routines and Training 

Your Brain to be Creative 
By Hayley Green 

https://bit.ly/FracturedRealities
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As an avid reader and 

writer, I find the fall and 

winter to be some of my 

favorite times of year. The 

fall and winter holidays are 

beautiful and exciting and 

bring joy to our everyday 

lives. These holidays like 

Halloween, Thanksgiving 

(harvest season), Hannukah, 

Yule or Christmas, and New 

Year’s tell us about our past, 

either politically or as a 

society, and what the society 

values, which could be 

religious. These holidays 

bring people together and 

give us something to look 

forward to in the colder, 

darker winter months.  

Fiction uses fictional 

holidays in much the same 

way to show a common 

history, a religious aspect, or 

political and historical events 

that shaped the current world. 

When reading fantasy or 

science fiction, the reader can 

often learn more about the 

world from its holidays than 

anywhere else within the text. 

World building is a 

beautiful part of writing 

fiction, especially when 

writing fantasy and science 

fiction. One thing that makes 

fictional worlds seem even 

more three-dimensional and 

immersive is their unique 

holidays. Many stories have 

their own version of well-

known holidays, such as New 

Year’s and Christmas, but 

they work a bit differently in 

their different stories’ 

universes. An author who has 

done a wonderful job of 

creating unique holidays is 

George R. R. Martin, whose 

Game of Thrones has 

holidays to celebrate the Day 

of Mothers (Mother’s Day) 

and a Winter Solstice. Since 

each world has a variety of 

different cultures that add 

their unique flavor to the 

different holidays, this can 

make books and stories more 

interesting. 

When reading, we like 

things to be unique, but also 

just familiar enough that we 

are comfortable with it and 

can understand it. As in Day 

of Mothers, the name is 

different, but a day to 

celebrate mothers and their 

role in society and 

appreciation for their hard 

work is familiar to us. When 

creating a unique world, the 

holidays are a wonderful way 

to show what the cultures 

value in their world. In a 

story about a warrior-like 

society, their winter 

festivities would revolve 

around shows of physical and 

emotional strength, much like 

the festivals in Scotland 

where there are many 

physical games that are 

competitive and entertaining, 

but also show that their 

culture values strength above 

all else. If the fictional 

culture values cooperation 

and working together to 

survive, they might have 

more emphasis on giving 

gifts and helping the less 

fortunate. These aspects of 

the holiday show what is 

valued by a community and 

perhaps even the characters 

themselves. Each holiday has 

a unique history and story to 

tell. 

The fictional holidays in 

stories often have a history, 

much like the Day of 

Mothers from Game of 

Thrones, which has a history 

of being connected to an 

aspect of a Goddess whom 

some people of their world 

worship. This helps the world 

to feel old and that the 

holiday has evolved over 

time. A fantasy world can 

have its own version of New 

By Mary O’Donnell 

 

Holidays for Our Fictional Worlds 



 11 

Year’s that is familiar enough 

that we understand it even if 

the characters in the story 

don’t celebrate it quite the 

same way as we do. We do 

know that the people are 

grateful for another year and 

are celebrating the year that 

has passed as well as the 

exciting possibilities of the 

year to come.  

Not only can holidays in 

fiction tell the reader about 

the religion in a fictional 

world, but also they can tell 

the reader about the political 

climate of the world. 

Holidays can teach the reader 

a lot about the political 

climate of the story by 

emphasizing important 

events. In a world that is 

being dominated by a 

dictator, we would very 

clearly see that because some 

of the holidays would 

probably evolve around the 

dictator’s life events such as 

her birthday, when she came 

to power, or a grand battle 

that she had won. The 

characters in the story might 

celebrate it halfheartedly if 

they don’t like the dictator 

and will show that not 

everyone is thrilled with the 

political leader.  

The world might have 

holidays that revolve around 

the migration of a certain 

people and the different trials 

the people went through, 

similar to many of the Jewish 

holidays. The holidays then 

could serve to show the 

history of struggle but also 

resilience and pride of the 

people.  

Both of the above 

examples show how history 

of the world can be learned 

by the reader in another way 

than the dreaded information 

dump.  

As we celebrate this 

holiday season, remember 

that the holidays in a text are 

valuable resources for writers 

who want to build an 

authentic and three-

dimensional world. Holidays 

show the readers what the 

society values as well as its 

history and religious 

background, which brings life 

to a fictional world. As 

writers and readers, next time 

you are reading a novel or 

story, pay attention to the 

holidays and how they are 

celebrated. There is a lot to 

be learned from them, and as 

a writer, they are a wonderful 

tool to be used to make our 

fiction even more fun and 

immersive.

http://www.writeofpassion.com
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The winter sun rode low 

in the sky, painting the quiet 

DC suburb in tones of reds 

and golds. The last leaves of 

autumn littered the small 

parking lot and crunched 

under his tires as Shane 

pulled into the circular drive 

of the High Priest’s home and 

the coven’s ritual grounds. 

The building itself was 

palatial; four stories with a 

walk out basement situated 

on a secluded half acre lot. 

The house had been in 

Shane’s family for 

generations, but the position 

did not automatically pass to 

the person who lived there, 

and he would inherit the 

residence when the time 

came. Nevertheless, the 

current High Priest was 

Shane’s uncle, Richard, and, 

even though his family 

mentioned their desire that he 

fill the role in the future, 

Shane shuddered at the 

thought. 

His car bumped over the 

asphalt and he parked in one 

of the spots that lay just 

beneath the trees. Pulling his 

case from the backseat, he 

slung the garment bag over 

one shoulder and followed 

the narrow path that led to the 

backyard. 

The entire area had been 

decorated for the holiday. 

Fairy lights dripped from the 

trees and bushes and lanterns 

hung suspended from the 

posts that lined the path. 

Holly, ivy, and cranberries 

formed a carpet of foliage 

that cushioned the gravel 

walkway leading to the 

pavilion and a large tent that 

had been erected for the 

season. The scent of pine 

soothed the ball of tension 

that had been gathering in his 

stomach since the moment 

they named him Lord of 

Misrule. Leading the opening 

ritual and beginning the chase 

had been only the beginning 

of his duties and he’d worked 

the past few days to perfect 

his role for tonight.  

He looked just ahead and 

saw Megan in her Yuletide 

finery standing with the rest 

of the coven. His best friend 

Taber locked eyes with him 

and waved in his direction 

and Shane sped his steps, 

wanting to get into his robes 

before joining the loquacious 

Stregone and the rest of his 

friends. Shane left his case on 

the deck, then went through 

the back door and into one of 

the many guest rooms.  

It only took him a few 

minutes to slip into his ritual 

outfit. He’d chosen dark 

burgundy for the festival and 

he was glad he’d asked Taber 

for advice. The man was his 

polar opposite, but he never 

failed to cut through 

confusion to hone in on the 

heart of an issue. Taber knew 

he was nervous and had bent 

over backwards to help. Even 

still, he’d declined Taber’s 

offer to borrow his outfit 

from the year prior, 

preferring to take a more 

traditional route. Taber’s 

immense ego and matching 

endowments could stand up 

to the amount of attention 

and comment he’d received 

for his choice of attire. Shane 

had no such illusions about 

his own. He also did not want 

anyone knowing how much 

just looking at Megan turned 

him on. Taber’s outfit 

allowed no room for 

discretion.  

Shaking his head, he 

looked down at his skin-tight 

pants and matching shirt. He 

had to admit the outfit suited 

him. He worked out enough 

that his muscle tone looked 

Besotted – 4th Night 
By K.T. Seto 
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impressive, and he’d left the 

top buttons of his dress shirt 

undone as Taber instructed, 

completing the look. He 

managed to seem put together 

and that in itself lent him the 

confidence he needed to go 

through with this. Slinging 

his cloak over his shoulders, 

he joined Taber, who had 

entered the basement and was 

standing with the rest of their 

circle, waiting for the drums 

to start. 

“You look perfect, my 

friend. She will not be able to 

resist your charms.” Taber’s 

voice was low, and he 

wagged his eyebrows 

comically. Taber’s outfit was 

understated in comparison to 

his own and several steps 

below the audacity of the 

previous year. The emerald 

green trim on his black shirt 

and slacks was an exact 

match to the green of his 

ritual cloak. The ensemble 

complemented the gown 

Deena wore. A subtle and 

deliberate move, emblematic 

of the clever campaign Taber 

had been engaged in since the 

moment he’d set eyes on the 

green-eyed witch. Shane 

knew Taber had not yet given 

up on his pursuit of their 

mutual friend.  

“I feel like an idiot, but I 

have to admit you were right 

about the color,” Shane said, 

then nodded his head in the 

direction of their friends. 

“What are we waiting for? 

The temperature is dropping. 

We need to get that fire 

started or we’re going to have 

a lot of unhappy witches on 

our hands.” 

“Rowena hasn’t arrived. I 

had thought she was riding in 

with my Deena, but 

apparently she was waiting 

for a guest and couldn’t leave 

when the rest did.” 

Shane shrugged at his 

reply, then turned to look at 

the women across the room. 

Megan stood between Genn 

and Dee.  

They all were beautiful in 

their own way, but she was 

all he could see. 

“She’s nervous. Do you 

think she will back out of the 

dance?” he asked, and Taber 

shook his head. 

“Let’s not tempt fate by 

thinking negatively. I don’t 

think we need any of that 

energy clinging to us while 

we try to draw the blessings 

of the Mother. Her friends 

will give her courage. She is 

dedicated to the coven. Still, I 

understand your worry as I 

felt the same way last year 

with Dee.” 

“Dee is the niece of the 

High Priestess. She would 

never shirk her duty. Besides, 

she saw it as a lark; she was 

playacting. She thought you 

were too,” Shane said. 

Taber rubbed a hand 

absently over his face before 

turning to look at the witch in 

question. “She still does not 

think me serious. The time 

will come when she will see. 

For now, I wait. I have 

patience. She is worth it.” 

Shane frowned, unwilling 

to give voice to his doubts. 

Dee’s stubbornness was 

legendary. Taber had only 

been part of their group for 

two years; he had no clue 

how little hope there was in 

getting her to see anything 

she didn’t want to see. And 

she definitely didn’t want to 

see that Taber’s feelings were 

genuine.  

“If the Mother wills it,” 

Shane said, motioning in the 

direction of the rest of the 

group. They moved off to 

grab some water before 

Rowena arrived, but Shane 

wished it were something 

stronger. This coming 

evening would tax him in 

ways he wasn’t used to and 

thinking about Taber’s 

situation couldn’t really 

distract him from the worry 

that tonight he might do 

something to chase Megan 

away. The forced closeness 

of the ritual and the 

importance of setting the 

right tone for the evening’s 

festivities weighed on him. 

He’d never been able to make 

the first move, hadn’t been 

able to do more than be a 

friend to most of the women 

in his life. Now he needed to 
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perform a very public pursuit 

of the woman he’d been 

dreaming about since he met 

her five years ago. With any 

luck, he’d manage to perform 

without making too big of a 

fool of himself. If not, it was 

going to be a long winter. 

With a sigh, he followed the 

men to the dais and waited 

while they tied the ropes 

around his ankles. As they 

walked away, his eyes moved 

past them to where Megan 

stood. 

~ 
Megan adjusted the fit of 

her robe nervously and 

looked over at the group 

assembled for the Fourth 

Night celebration. Her floor-

length burgundy gown fit her 

like a glove, hugging to her 

hips before flaring out to 

fullness at the skirts. She 

might have loved it if not for 

the fact that it was cut far 

lower than anything she 

normally wore.  

Looking around, she 

sought out the source of her 

worry. Shane had been 

attentive but non-threatening, 

seeming to be everywhere 

she was, but not pushing her 

for anything since he’d 

arrived. She could feel his 

gaze and tried not to stare 

back. Deena and Genn stood 

with the rest of her circle as 

they all waited in Richard’s 

basement for Aunt Ro’s 

arrival. The rest of the guests 

were already outside under 

the tent that had been erected 

for the occasion. Heaters and 

lanterns ringed the area and 

the mound of wood stood just 

to the side, awaiting them to 

come light it. The night was 

cold, with a brisk winter wind 

that made staying outside the 

immediate vicinity of the 

heaters mostly impossible. 

Megan knew that once the 

bonfires were lit and 

everyone was moving 

around, it would be more 

comfortable. Still, she 

wondered if they’d been wise 

to keep to tradition with the 

threat of snow looming. 

“Aunt Ro is on the way. 

Whoever she was waiting for 

showed up soon after we left. 

She just texted me,” Dee 

said, handing Megan a bottle 

of water. Wine and spirits 

had to wait for after they’d 

drawn the energy for the 

ritual and blessed the crowd. 

Gifts lay in mounds on tables 

on the right side of the tent 

while food and drinks sat in 

warmers on the left. There 

were no caterers for this 

ritual as the crowd would be 

smaller than the one on the 

first night. Genn got her own 

bottle and turned to face 

Megan. 

“Are you nervous? I 

know you hate dancing in 

front of anyone.” 

Megan shook her head; 

the dance took second place. 

It was the man she needed to 

dance with that had her 

trembling. She’d hidden her 

attraction for so long and so 

well that she doubted that 

anyone other than Dee 

suspected. And the wooing 

wasn’t just a dance. It was 

foreplay set to music. At least 

that is how it seemed when 

she watched it. Both erotic 

and chaste, the Lord of 

Misrule tried to tempt while 

the Lady of Light moved into 

and out of his reach. A 

delicate display of sensuality. 

Or at least previous 

participants had made it seem 

delicate. She doubted she 

could achieve more than 

slightly awkward gyrations 

and a few fussy poses. 

“He is a good man; he 

won’t act like Taber,” she 

said, more to herself than her 

companion. 

“Taber didn’t do anything 

wrong. He was perfect,” 

Genn said, checking to see 

that Dee was out of earshot. 

“He did the entire dance 

wearing a codpiece and 

leggings that left no doubt 

that he found Deena 

attractive. And he took every 

chance he could to touch her, 

ignoring the forms of the 

dance half the time in favor 

of putting his hands or mouth 

on her body.” 

They both laughed. 
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“Okay, maybe he took it a 

tad far, but he was supposed 

to be wooing her and damn if 

he didn’t make sure everyone 

knew he wanted every part of 

her -- and not just to push 

back winter.” 

“True. It certainly felt 

very warm after they were 

done. And the kiss at the end 

set the place on fire.” 

Megan’s mouth gaped as she 

said this, remembering what 

she’d forgotten about the end 

of the dance. She’d spent the 

past four days learning the 

moves and had forgotten he 

would kiss her at the end. It 

was an act -- she knew it was 

an act -- but she started 

trembling, wondering if she 

could keep from humiliating 

herself in front of her coven 

and the rest of their Yule 

guests. Genn saw her 

expression and gave her a 

reassuring smile. 

“Don’t worry, hon. As 

you said -- Shane is a good 

man. He is not ever going to 

do anything to hurt you. Just 

relax and enjoy yourself.” 

Megan forced a smile and 

looked up to see Rowena 

entering the room with the 

tall Canadian she’d met at the 

first night celebration. 

“Hmm, now that is a 

piece of work,” she said, and 

Genn turned to follow her 

gaze.  

“Oh man. Wow,” Genn 

replied, and Megan looked at 

her sharply, noticing the way 

her friend’s face reddened at 

the sight of the Canadian 

warlock. He wore a pair of 

tailored black slacks and a 

gold shirt, the color almost 

identical to the color of 

Genn’s ritual robes. Megan 

raised an eyebrow, looking 

back and forth between the 

two of them pointedly, and he 

wagged his own in response, 

walking over to where they 

were standing. 

“Bonsoir, Geneviève, 

Megan. You both look 

beautiful tonight.” He gave a 

slight bow to each of them 

but didn’t touch in deference 

to the cleansing he knew 

they’d done in preparation for 

tonight’s ritual. 

“I thought I told you not 

to call me that,” Genn said, 

and Megan smirked, taking a 

step back. 

“Mais non, what you said 

was no one called you that. I 

don’t see why not; Geneviève 

is such a beautiful name. And 

very suiting one so lovely as 

you.” He heard Megan’s 

snort of suppressed laughter 

and gave her a wink. “Will 

we be starting soon?” 

“Yes, now that Aunt Ro 

is here, we can begin. Please 

go join the rest of our guests 

in the pavilion,” Genn 

replied, shooing him in the 

direction of the door. He gave 

another of his devastating 

smiles as he walked away, 

leaving them staring after 

him. 

“Can I just say wow. 

Genn, you did not say 

anything about talking to him 

the other night. And the way 

he said your name in his sexy 

little Canadian accent. Girl! 

He gave me thoughts.” 

“He would give an entire 

Carmelite Convent thoughts,” 

Genn replied, shaking her 

head. 

They laughed and moved 

to take their places in line. 

The drums began, and her 

circle filed out the wide patio 

doors to stand around the 

unlit pyre. The double row of 

candles that lined their 

walkway sprang to life as 

they moved down the path, 

answering the call of the 

energy they summoned to 

begin their festivities.  

“Io Saturnalia!” Rowena 

called, sweeping her hands 

and moving to stand next to 

Richard on the raised dais 

behind the unlit bonfire. The 

crowd answered, and Megan 

moved to take her place next 

to Shane, who looked 

nervous but incredibly 

attractive in his burgundy 

cloak and suit.  

“Join our call, one and 

all, Io Saturnalia! Tonight, 

we light the fires to warm the 

long winter. Tonight, we free 

the captive Lord to join our 

feasting. Tonight, we 

celebrate the long year of 
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blessings and prepare for the 

dark times ahead. Io 

Saturnalia!” 

“Io Saturnalia!” the 

voices of all those gathered 

rose in unison and Megan 

could feel the rise in energy 

as Rowena spoke again. 

“Welcome visitors and 

friends, welcome lovers and 

kin! Welcome those who 

were lost! We bring the light 

to hold back the night! 

Welcome one and all! The 

longest night approaches. 

Here waits bound the servant 

of our Lady. The one who is 

chosen to carry our banner. 

We welcome her servants; we 

welcome her people. All who 

are gathered here, keep her 

ways. Io Saturnalia!” 

“Io Saturnalia!” 

Megan saw the faint glow 

begin at the edges of the 

mound where the spectators 

from other covens watched 

with joined hands. Three 

staggered circles of witches’ 

voices echoed her own. 

“As our kin before us 

called to honor those gone 

before, as our lives and our 

blessings come from you, our 

Mother, now we light this 

ceremonial fire. The oak and 

the holly, the green and the 

withered. Life and death, 

light in the darkness. We 

honor you, Mother, and 

entreat you! Heed the call of 

your children, protect us, and 

guide us through this holy 

season. This season of giving 

and remembering. Be with us 

and bless us, Mother. Come 

forth!” Rowena said, her 

voice melodic and 

commanding. 

“Come forth!” everyone 

replied. 

Megan stepped forward, 

arms raised, and saw Dee, 

Taber, and Genn do the same, 

their robes complementary 

and resplendent in the 

traditional colors of the 

season. Calling power with a 

low chant, the four touched 

hands, then sent a single 

flame to the center of the 

pyre. When the kindling 

caught and the flame was 

assured, they turned and 

approached Shane. She saw 

Genn reach for the wreath 

that lay next to him on the 

ground and place it over his 

head, then Taber did the same 

to her. Genn knelt and 

unbound Shane’s feet, 

waiting until Dee had the 

other end of the rope before 

standing and holding it out 

for Megan to take. 

“Here be your proxy, our 

Lady of Light, bless her and 

guide her, speak through her. 

Do you vow to lead and 

listen? To console and 

serve?” Rowena’s eyes 

twinkled with mischief as she 

said this, and Megan saw Dee 

and Genn exchange a grin.  

“Aye!” Megan’s voice 

was clear and loud as she 

took the rope and wound it 

thrice around her hips like a 

girdle. With a barely audible 

chant, she gathered power 

and sent a streak of light 

swirling around the heads of 

the assembly in a glittering 

sprinkle of golden energy. A 

low gasp came from 

somewhere in the crowd of 

onlookers. 

“Let us feast and be 

merry! Our Yule celebration 

has begun! Io Saturnalia, we 

call to the sun!” Megan’s 

voice echoed over the throng. 

At the rear of the gathering, 

the musicians began to play, 

and volunteers took the lids 

from the food on the tables 

that sat opposite the pavilion. 

Megan stood trembling as 

the sweet high call of a flute 

began in counterpoint to the 

beat of the drums. Letting her 

cloak fall to the ground, she 

tried to lose herself in the 

sound of the music and the 

heat of the fire at her back. 

She closed her eyes and when 

she opened them a moment 

later, Shane stood before her, 

reaching a hand towards her 

face, seemingly lost in her 

eyes. She stared at him for a 

moment, then tilted her head 

back and away in the first 

movement of the dance, her 

breath catching in her throat 

at the intensity of his look. 

Unable or unwilling to do 

anything else, she followed 

the siren’s call of the flute, 
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her body moving of its own 

accord, circling and swaying 

in response to his. The first 

time he touched her, she 

froze -- her mind going blank 

momentarily -- before she 

twisted out of reach and lifted 

her hands to run them from 

her hips to just under her 

breasts. The crowd let out an 

audible gasp that 

momentarily drowned out the 

sound of the drums as she 

waved her hands in another 

sultry pantomime, teasing 

him with her ability to touch 

what he couldn’t. All the 

while, she held his gaze, 

feeling power in the way his 

eyes heated and held hers as 

he moved in close again, his 

hands reaching and his hips 

flowing in time to the music. 

For a moment, their bodies 

connected, his hips meeting 

her own, and she undulated in 

response, her body a sinuous 

wave riding the beat of the 

drums. His tongue peeked out 

to moisten his lips and 

Megan twirled away again, 

feeling helpless to stop the 

arousal that grew with every 

second that passed.  

Megan’s head spun, so 

she paused for one breathless 

moment before starting the 

second phase of the dance. 

She beckoned coyly and ran 

her hand up her body again, 

forgetting to pantomime this 

time. She tangled her fingers 

in her hair, dislodging the 

pins that held her curls in 

place. She felt him move 

behind her and she bent at the 

waist, shaking her head to set 

her hair free before standing 

and moving out of his reach 

again, intent on teasing him. 

She was supposed to be 

seductive and, at that 

moment, she felt it. Shyness 

lost in the pounding rhythm, 

she circled her hips and 

reached up to lightly cup her 

breasts before twirling again 

and catching his gaze over 

her shoulder. She saw him 

moving closer and turned, 

giving him the smile 

perfected by women at the 

dawn of mankind. The kind 

of smile that spoke of a 

woman’s power and her 

desire for her chosen lover. 

He reached for her, but she 

slipped away, losing herself 

to the moment. 

The air hummed with 

energy, a steady pulse that 

moved through the crowd 

like a wave in counterpoint to 

the beat. The shifting 

shadows of the bonfire 

created a hazy glow that 

wrapped everyone in copper 

colored light. Shane raised 

his hands and began to clap, a 

steady slow beat of his hands 

that accented the bass of the 

drums. He was joined by first 

a few, then all, of the 

onlookers. The heavy beat 

echoed the pounding of her 

heart and Megan felt an 

unnerving desire to call 

Shane to her, that steady beat 

heating her as she raised her 

arms again and beckoned 

him.  

~ 
“Come, come, come,” it 

said, and Shane dropped to 

his knees and crawled to 

Megan, his body pressed low 

to the ground and his face a 

stark painting of need, 

drenched with sweat and 

glowing like an ember in the 

heart of the bonfire. The deep 

red hue of his clothing 

seemed to fade into the night 

and, along with it, the sound 

of anything but that of his 

heart beating in his ears in 

tandem with the drums and 

clapping hands. When he 

reached her feet, he clasped 

his hands around her calves 

and kissed each foot in turn, 

running his tongue over the 

tops before raising himself to 

kneel before her. Megan gave 

him a long sultry look, then 

lowered her hands to pull him 

to his feet, using his shirt as 

an anchor, never taking her 

eyes from his. The crowd 

stopped clapping and time 

stood still; the drums 

continued and the flute held a 

single high note that soared 

over the crowd in 

anticipation. Then Shane 

wrapped his arms around her, 

and she pressed herself to 

him, her body meeting his 
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almost perfectly. He moved 

one arm lower to lift her -- 

and then lowered his lips to 

hers.  

Like lightning, the kiss 

exploded over their senses; 

stolen breath and gasping 

moans drowned out by the 

drums and the sounds of their 

own racing hearts. Megan 

pressed closer, writhing 

against him, wanting more, 

taking more, and he gave 

what she demanded, lost in 

the feeling and the moment. 

Nothing and no one existed 

except the power and passion 

of their kiss. Behind them, 

Rowena raised her hands to 

the sky and cried out. 

“Behold the power of the 

Mother! She who brings hope 

and clarity and softens all 

pains. She who brings light in 

the darkness and strokes the 

passions of our souls. She 

who fills the emptiness of our 

longings and sets our spirits 

free. BE BLESSED!” She 

lowered her arms and the 

faint whirls of power that had 

been swirling over their  

heads burst into a shower of  

fireworks that rained down 

on them all.  

~ 
Like the snapping of a 

twig, the resulting crack 

startled the two figures 

pouring their longing and 

passion out for all to see. 

Megan turned her head, 

breaking the kiss, and stood 

gasping in his arms, her body 

held erect only by the fact 

that his hold hadn’t lessened. 

She knew she should object,  

but wanted nothing more than 

to stay where she was, so she 

did.  

~ 
Shane held her, his 

arms tight bands and, for the 

first time since he’d laid eyes 

on her, he felt hope. His 

breathing was ragged but his 

mind was clear. He had lost 

himself to the power of the 

performance, to the energies 

of the rite, and as a reward, 

the Mother had gifted him 

this perfect moment. The 

woman he loved had returned 

his kisses with a power that 

made him glad he wasn’t 

wearing Taber’s codpiece. If 

nothing else, this proved that 

she felt something for him. 

Her hands had explored his 

body the entire time they’d 

kissed. He hadn’t dared 

return the favor since, if he’d 

touched her, he doubted he 

would have been able to 

resist taking when he needed 

to allow her to give. But for 

now, he had one answer, and 

his heart fairly burst with the 

joy of it. He didn’t dare 

speak, afraid to break the 

moment. But he did begin to 

run his hands up and down 

her back in a soothing 

motion, their bodies moving 

slowly despite the quick 

tempo of the music still 

playing around them. He half 

expected someone --probably 

Taber -- to come and speak to 

them, ending the moment. 

But no one did. He laid his 

cheek against the top of her 

head and pulled her tighter. 

Megan. His Megan. As if 

she’d heard him, she looked 

up, forcing him to raise his 

head. He furrowed his brow, 

wondering what she had to 

say, but she simply smiled 

and placed a soft closed-

mouthed kiss on his lips 

before laying her head on his 

chest again and continuing 

their slow swaying dance. He 

tightened his arms and closed 

his eyes, laying his cheek 

atop her head.  
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Why do I wait? 

She needs,  

To know. 

 

Why can't,  

I say, 

Those three. 

Simple. 

Words. 

Mom. 

I’m gay. 

 

But, 

The time, 

Is never right. 

There, 

Will never be, 

The right time. 

 

But today, 

Is the day. 

For Today, 

Is a special day. 

Today is,  

National  

Coming Out Day. 

 

The existence,  

Of this day, 

Was,  

Found, 

Merely by chance, 

But,  

Today, 

Will be, 

The day, 

Today,  

Will be, 

My chance. 

There is, 

No more, 

Backing out. 

Today, 

Is the day. 

 

The day, 

I say, 

Those three. 

Simple. 

Words. 

Mom. 

I’m gay. 

 

The time, 

Is drawing near, 

And.  

I am filled,  

With fear. 

 

I tell her.  

That, 

I have,  

Something,  

To say. 

 

My heart, 

Is beating. 

Pounding, 

In my chest, 

With a dry mouth, 

 

I say, 

Those three. 

Mom, I’m Gay 
By Ben Ray 
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Simple. 

Words. 

Mom. 

I’m gay. 

 

She,  

Does not,  

Respond. 

 

My stomach,  

Drops. 

My breathing, 

Stops. 

As the world, 

Freezes over. 

 

There, 

Is no sound. 

But, 

The pounding. 

Of my,  

Racing heart. 

 

It was,  

Mere seconds, 

Until,  

She spoke. 

But for,  

This response, 

I had waited.  

For years. 

 

She said. 

One.  

Simple. 

Word. 

Two.  

Simple.  

Letters. 

 

“OK.” 

 

That was all, 

All that I had,  

Been waiting for. 

After struggling,  

To find the time. 

After struggling,  

To find the nerve. 

 

On,  

National 

Coming Out Day. 

I got to hear,  

Her say, 

“OK.” 
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Everyone was born 

without a name, but with a 

Familiar to aid them in the 

finding of that name. I first 

became fully aware of this 

immutable fact when I was 

three and Falcon, my sister of 

chance, took my hand to lead 

me to the great bonfire. It was 

the time of the autumnal 

equinox and the day the 

People called the Day of 

Names, and our tribe of Air 

was gathering under the stars 

to celebrate those who had 

found their names that day. 

That was the first moment, lit 

by the flickering flames of a 

fire taller than the tallest man, 

when I understood there were 

those who had names and 

there were Daremo. Those 

who were nameless. Those 

who were no one. 

Elder Notos stood before 

the fire and flames, nothing 

more than shadow and 

silhouette, and spoke the name 

of each member of the tribe of 

Air that night, but I had no 

name. I was nothing more 

than a Daremo, and I found 

myself standing, staring up at 

the sky painted above the 

bonfire, feeling lonely but 

hopeful. I had no name, but I 

would find my name. 

Long after the embers of 

the great fire had died, as 

Falcon and I walked back to 

our home in the star-filled 

dark, I reached for my 

Familiar and determined that I 

would find my name the next 

Day of Names. After all, most 

found their names by their 

fourth or fifth autumnal 

equinox and why should I not 

be able to do the same? Falcon 

told me the Familiars were at 

their strongest in fall and so 

most able to guide their 

human charges at that time, 

and I still had many days of 

autumn before Winter’s Eve 

to search out my name. And if 

I didn’t find it, there were 

many days the following 

autumn. Feeling my Familiar 

so near, brushing at my 

fingertips, I felt that there was 

nothing to fear, and my steps 

didn’t falter. 

But I did not find my 

name in my fourth or fifth 

years of life. 

Nor my sixth, or my 

seventh. 

I had searched, but I 

remained the Daremo of the 

Shadow Fox, a designation 

given to me to separate me 

from the other Daremo, 

because of my Familiar, my 

ever-present companion, 

dogging my steps. Most were 

born with beautiful Familiars. 

Birds or willowy dryads or 

elegant nymphs: creatures 

relating to the element of 

light. But I came into the 

world accompanied by a 

creature relating to the 

element of shadow. An inky 

fox with yellow-white eyes, 

like the inside of a fire, an 

insubstantial reynard that 

wreathed about my feet as I 

walked and puffed away like a 

mist, to reform some way 

ahead of me and look back 

with those eyes, so piecing 

and bright. 

I did not realize it early in 

my life, but, by the time I 

reached my fifth year, I 

understood the People 

watched me closely because 

of my Familiar. It was so 

seldom a shadow was born 

into the world, so my tribe of 

Air expected great things of 

me. But, as the Day of Names 

came and I walked down the 

halls of time again and again, 

always remaining a Daremo, 

their attention began to wane 

to something else. A cautious 
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trepidation. Surely, it was a 

mistake I found no name… 

When I was young, it was 

not so unbearable, despite my 

tribe’s attentions. One or two 

missed Day of Names were 

not such a terrible thing, and I 

went to bed only a little 

saddened on those nights, with 

my Familiar curled on my 

chest, a warm reminder I 

would find my name. I would 

not always be no one, not 

anyone or anything. 

Yet, it became harder for 

me to believe this reassurance, 

as each autumnal equinox 

brought the change of leaves 

and a chill to the land and a 

scent to the air that turned 

one’s feet searching. The 

approach of the Gates of 

Winter brought strength and 

form to the Familiars, and 

they began to crowd in among 

the People, a strange, silent, 

spectral gathering. Each year 

passed and others celebrated 

discovering their names and 

gained an understanding of 

who they were, yet I remained 

Daremo. 

Surely, I had a name? 

Surely, I was more than no 

one? 

Wasn’t I? 

My Familiar did not 

abandon me, and that was my 

single comfort. Each Day of 

Names, it urged me toward the 

finding of my name, and I 

went willingly. 

When I was eight, my 

Familiar brought me to a 

green meadow, under a 

clouded sky pouring down 

water, and it taught me to love 

the chill. I laid in the brilliant, 

sharp-edged grass, sparkling 

with perfect gems of new 

moisture, and let the drops run 

over my face. Tasted them on 

my lips and listened to their 

rushing music in my ears. 

But I was not Rain. 

When I was ten, my 

Familiar showed me the sea, 

twining about my feet as I 

stepped in slow precision, 

letting the sand slide between 

my toes. I sat on the edge of 

the cliff and shut my eyes and 

heard the crash of the deep 

against rock and the endless 

rustle of the wind. 

But I was not Wave nor 

Zephyr. 

When I was thirteen, I 

kissed a girl named Lily under 

flowering bushes, heavy with 

weighted, purple blooms. 

Their scent was musky and 

thick in our throats and on our 

tongues as they intertwined. 

We lay there, and we let our 

hands dance over each other’s 

faces and shoulders, while our 

Familiars intermingled, 

chasing each other and 

nipping at each other’s heels. 

But I was not Lilac, and I 

never kissed the girl named 

Lily again. 

When I was fourteen, a 

boy named Friction found me 

holding another boy and 

indignantly challenged me to 

the Trial Ring. I went with 

him without fear and bloodied 

his face when I knocked him 

to the ground. 

But I was not Fist. 

After, looking at my 

hands, seeing how the skin 

was cut and bloody and 

marred with bruises, I knew I 

was more Fist than I was Rain 

or Wave or Zephyr. And I was 

more Fist than I would ever be 

a flower or something delicate 

and sweet. But yet, I was not 

Fist. Would never be Fist. 

When I was fifteen, I did 

not go searching for my name, 

did not turn frantically to find 

what I was. I only walked with 

my Familiar at my heels, 

looking up at me with 

narrowed, fiery eyes. Perhaps 

it was because I did not care 

where I went that I was not 

sure whether I led or my 

Familiar led. All I knew was 

that I came on a strange thing, 

a rare thing. 

In the meadow where I 

had come to know rain and 

come to understand I was not 

a child of it, I saw some from 

the tribe of Earth intending to 

do harm to some of the tribe 

of Water. They held fire 

brands and said harsh, 
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dangerous things. They were 

many and I was one, and yet I 

found I held no more fear than 

when a boy had challenged me 

to the Trial Ring for loving 

another boy. Instead, I found I 

held another thing. 

I was of the element of 

shadow and shadow was a part 

of me. Unthinking, I reached 

for my Familiar and it coated 

me, cloaking me in misty 

darkness, while its eyes 

wakened fire in mine. Those 

of the tribe of Earth saw me 

and ran, leaving their fire 

brands in their wake. With the 

flames licking at my heels, I 

shepherded the frightened 

ones of the tribe of Water to 

safety. 

Later, when all had turned 

to thoughts of the Day of 

Names, I returned to the 

meadow. The tall grass had 

burned away and the green 

had turned to gray. All was 

little heaps of powdery soot. 

For so long, I stood pondering 

it. Caught in something I did 

not know. Then I bent and 

trailed my fingers lazily 

through the substance and 

watched it smear into the 

ridges of my skin. My 

Familiar padded forward, only 

to stand still and look back 

over its shoulder at me. Eyes 

yellow-white like the inside of 

a fire, body like ink and 

charcoal. 

My Familiar, my ever-

present companion. My guide, 

always. 

Like my heart. 

I was not so many things. 

Not soft, not delicate, not 

rhythmical, or sweet. I had 

looked at all those things I 

was not for so long, I had not 

been able to see what I was. 

I was strong. I was 

capable. I was one to uphold 

others, who could not stand 

alone. I was not the fire. Not 

something more, not 

something less. I was simply 

something my own. 

I was Ash. 

My name was Ash, and I 

was satisfied.  
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December 15, 1920 
 

For some reason, the 

small birdcage in the shop 

window caught Mr. 

Meunier's attention as he 

walked to the Metro de Paris 

after working the entire day 

at his job with the Banque de 

la Ville. He stopped. The 

polished metal base gleamed 

as though forged from golden 

glass. Slender bars of twisted 

gold arched gracefully to 

form the domed top. Inside, a 

petite snow-white bird 

balanced on a delicate silver 

perch adorned with shiny 

green holly leaves, crimson 

berries, and a red velvet 

ribbon fashioned into a bow.  

The shopkeeper observed 

him and hastened over to the 

window. In hopes of a sale, 

the merchant beamed and 

inserted a thin key into the 

base of the cage and turned it 

as though he were winding a 

music box. Immediately, the 

bird sprang to life, its head 

turning and tail flapping as 

the tiny yellow beak opened 

and closed.  

Mr. Meunier gaped in 

astonishment. A mechanical 

bird? How wondrous. He 

stepped out of the frosty 

December air into the curio 

shop and nodded to the 

shopkeeper as he strolled 

over to the birdcage.  

"It's a musical automaton, 

monsieur. Fabricated here in 

Paris by world-renown 

Henri-Pierre Envoûtant, the 

master craftsman with Oiseau 

Mécanique," the merchant 

explained as he rewound the 

mechanism. "Let me 

demonstrate." The 

storekeeper slid a lever on the 

bottom of the cage and the 

bird burst into song. "It sings 

as sweet as a live nightingale, 

monsieur. A remarkable 

engineering feat that is 

positively...." He stopped 

mid-sentence and stared 

pointedly at Mr. Meunier. 

"Magical." 

As he listened to the song 

of the mechanical bird, Mr. 

Meunier noticed an unusual 

sensation—warm and 

tingly—spreading through 

his body. It started behind his 

eyes and traveled down his 

neck. It heated his face, 

chest, arms, and abdomen as 

it flowed into his legs and 

feet. The effect lifted the 

weariness from toiling at his 

desk.  

"Gabrielle will adore 

this," Mr. Meunier murmured 

as he lightly fingered the 

gilded cage. "Please wrap the 

birdcage for me. It's a 

splendid gift for my wife. 

This is our first Christmas 

together as a married couple." 

"Very well, monsieur." 

The man gently lifted the 

birdcage from the window 

and carried it to the counter. 

As he wrote the sales ticket, 

he looked up. "Do you want 

the nameplate engraved, 

monsieur?"  

The man pushed a sheet 

of paper toward him. 

"Oh yes, of course. Let's 

see..." Mr. Meunier pondered 

the form, then started writing. 

He returned it to the 

merchant with the following 

words: "Joyeux Noël à ma 

chérie Gabrielle" on one line 

and "À toi, pour toujours, 

Jean-André" underneath it. 

"Very good. It will be 

ready when you pass by 

tomorrow evening."  

~ 
On Christmas morning, 

Mr. Meunier presented his 

gift to Gabrielle.  

"Oh, Jean-André, it's 

beautiful," she exclaimed as 
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she stripped the wrapping off 

the birdcage.  

He showed her how to 

wind the mechanism and start 

the nightingale's song. 

Gabrielle closed her eyes and 

breathed deeply as she 

listened to the oscillating 

notes of the bird's chirps and 

trills.  

"How marvelous! The 

tiny bird is so lifelike. And its 

song... Just listening to it 

lifted my senses, as though I  

was lounging in the 

Jardin des Champs-Élysées 

on a spring day. I could 

almost see the blue of the 

sky, smell the scent of 

peonies in the air, and sense 

the warmth of the sun on my 

face." She kissed her husband 

and snuggled against him as 

they sat by the fireplace in 

the parlor. "Thank you. What 

an outstanding gift. I will 

cherish it always."  

~ 
December 14, 1946 
 

While buttering his toast, 

Jean-André studied his wife. 

After twenty-six years of 

marriage, she was still a 

stunning beauty. Gabrielle 

caught him staring and 

frowned as she sipped her 

morning coffee.  

"Jean-André, why are you 

watching me so intently?" 

He winked at her. "I'm 

admiring my lovely wife and 

wondering how she manages 

to look so beautiful year after 

year." 

"Ah, you are such a 

sweet-talker!" She grinned 

and wagged her index finger 

at her husband. "Are you 

trying to make me forget that 

today we are shopping for 

Christmas gifts?" 

"Of course not, my love," 

he replied as he leaned across 

the table to squeeze her hand. 

"Why, nothing makes me 

happier than the thought of 

leaving our cozy apartment 

on a Saturday morning to 

brave the snowy streets of 

New York City and browse 

the shops." 

"Then my idea for 

Jacques' gift may disappoint 

you because it doesn't require 

a visit to Saks or Lord & 

Taylor."  

Jean-André raised an 

eyebrow. "Hmm, what are 

you planning for him, then?" 

"Since he and Elizabeth 

are having a Christmas 

wedding next year, I want to 

pass along one of our family 

Christmas ornaments. A 

piece he would regard as a 

family heirloom... a memento 

of our French roots." 

"Which ornament did you 

have in mind?"  

Gabrielle held her 

husband's gaze. "The singing 

nightingale." 

"The mechanical bird?" 

he stammered, surprised by 

her words. "But that was my 

first Christmas gift to you as 

your husband. You want to 

part with it?" 

"It's not that I want to get 

rid of it, Jean. Just the 

opposite. I can't bear the 

thought of that precious little 

bird ever leaving us. I want it 

to be part of the Meunier 

family for generations to 

come. Perhaps you could 

suggest to Jacques that he 

present it to Elizabeth as her 

first Christmas gift as his 

wife. Start a tradition of 

passing it from mother to 

son, son to wife, and then 

mother to son." 

"Are you certain you're 

ready to part with it?" Jean-

André bit into his toast and 

observed Gabrielle.  

"No," she admitted. "But 

Jacques and Elizabeth will be 

blessed when the sweet little 

nightingale sings for them 

next Christmas."  

~ 
December 25, 1947 
 

Elizabeth Meunier 

sighed with delight as her 

new husband, Jacques, 

carried her over the threshold 

of the bridal suite at the 

Majestic View Hotel in 

Niagara Falls.  
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"This is the perfect 

ending to a perfect day," 

Jacques whispered as he 

nuzzled Elizabeth's neck. 

"Becoming your husband 

today made this the best day 

of my life, and the greatest 

Christmas present I've ever 

received." He set her on the 

sofa and traced the line of her 

jaw with his thumb. "I have a 

Christmas gift for you, 

although it pales in 

comparison to the one you 

gave me."  

Jacques walked over to 

the tree and picked up a 

package wrapped in glossy 

white paper and topped with 

a red velvet bow.  

"This is the first 

Christmas gift my father gave 

to my mother as her 

husband," he said as he 

handed her the box. "Merry 

Christmas, mon amour." 

Elizabeth unwrapped the 

box and drew out the gilded 

birdcage. "Oh Jacques, it's 

beautiful." 

"The nightingale sings. 

Let me show you how it 

works."  

Elizabeth watched,  

mesmerized, as he twisted the 

key and the small, snow-

white bird moved and 

tweeted. She inhaled as the 

nightingale continued its 

melodic warble, and a rosy 

glow tinged her cheeks. After 

a few minutes, the 

mechanism wound down, and 

the bird stopped.  

"It's so realistic, as if it 

housed a live bird. What a 

wonderful gift." She took his 

hand and gazed into his eyes. 

"Funny how a cheery little 

ditty from a tiny bird can 

melt away fatigue as though 

it's the dawning of a new day. 

Before you switched it on, I 

was tired. It was a long day, 

after all. But now...." 

Elizabeth brushed her lips 

against her husband's ear. "I 

have the energy to do so 

much more."  

Jacques chuckled as he 

scooped his bride into his 

arms.  

"As do I, Mrs. Meunier," 

he said as he swept her into 

the bedroom.  

~ 
December 25, 1968 
 

The aroma of brewing 

coffee floated up the stairs 

and into Clara Meunier's 

room in her family's two-

story Oceanside home. She 

shuffled down the stairs and 

encountered her parents, 

Elizabeth and Jacques 

Meunier, sitting on the sofa 

in the living room. The 

Christmas tree lights 

twinkled and yellow flames 

danced in the fireplace. 

"Good morning, ma 

chèrie. Joyeux Noël," her 

father called as she brushed 

past them and headed straight 

to the kitchen and the French 

coffee press. When she 

returned to the living room to 

join her parents, Clara 

settled, cross-legged, on the 

floor in front of them.  

"Merry Christmas," she 

mumbled as she gulped down 

the strong café au lait 

favored by her mother and 

father—a habit inspired by 

Jacques and his French 

lineage.  

Elizabeth stood and 

walked to the Christmas tree 

and selected a package. 

"Your grandmother 

started a tradition of passing 

the family's precious 

Christmas ornament from one 

generation to the next," she 

said. 

"Mom, I know the story." 

Since you turned twenty-

one this year, we have a 

special gift for you," 

Elizabeth revealed as she 

handed a large, elegantly 

wrapped box to Clara.  

"Wait a minute..." Clara 

hesitated, stunned, as she 

untied the satin ribbon 

affixed to the package. "This 

isn't the... No, it can't be... 

Not yet. Mom, I can’t pass 

this along to a husband. I'm 

nowhere close to getting 

married. I don’t even have a 
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boyfriend." 

"Your father and I have 

enjoyed it for over twenty 

years. It's time to pass it 

along to the next generation. 

To you." 

Clara held her breath as 

she loosened the wrapping 

paper and opened the box. 

She pulled out the golden 

cage that held the singing 

nightingale and exhaled. 

"I've always loved this."  

She turned the automaton 

sideways and translated the 

French words engraved on 

the nameplate attached to the 

bottom. "Merry Christmas to 

my darling Gabrielle. Yours 

forever, Jean-André." 

Smiling, Clara inserted the 

antique key and activated the 

mechanism. As she listened 

to the nightingale’s twitter, a 

jolt of power surged through 

her veins. Clara sat up, 

refreshed and revitalized, as 

though she had downed 

several additional cups of 

espresso.  

"Wow, I'm not sure what 

hit me, but suddenly I'm 

invigorated." She turned to 

Jacques with her brows 

raised. "Dad, did you buy a 

new brand of coffee?" 

"Ah," he replied with a 

chuckle. "It's the 

nightingale’s song. Quite 

phenomenal, yes?" 

"I've never noticed it 

before. Why now?" 

"Because you listened 

when it sang for you. That’s 

what I believe," Jacques 

explained. "I experienced the 

effect of its song when my 

mother presented it to me as 

a Christmas gift. We never 

talked about it—I supposed 

we didn't want to be the crazy 

Meuniers." He laughed and 

tousled Clara's hair. "But I've 

always thought there was a 

special bond between our 

family and this little bird." 

"I agree with your 

father," Elizabeth added as 

she snuggled against Jacques. 

"He gave it to me on our first 

Christmas together as 

husband and wife. It was 

many years ago, but I 

remember the sensation as I 

listened to its song. I was 

elated, as though my body 

shed every bit of fear, doubt, 

and weariness accumulated 

during my entire life. The air 

smelled sweeter, food tasted 

better, your father's touch 

became more exciting...." 

"Oh, Lord, mom." Clara 

wrinkled her nose. "Please 

stop. I get it." She stood, then 

faced her mother. "Thank 

you," she whispered as she 

wrapped her arms around 

Elizabeth in a tight hug.  

~ 
Three weeks later, Clara 

boarded the train at 

Oceanside station for the trip 

back to her Greenwich 

Village apartment in 

Manhattan. Her classes at 

New York University started 

the following Monday. 

Against her mother's wishes, 

Clara took the singing 

nightingale with her. Since 

Christmas day, the tiny bird’s 

tweets boosted her spirits and 

brought serenity. She craved 

this newfound peace of mind 

and was unwilling to leave 

the birdcage at her parents' 

house, especially during the 

spring semester. 

Not trusting her suitcase 

to protect it, she tucked the 

gilded cage into a large 

leather tote bag. During the 

hour-long trip to Penn 

Station, she set the bag next 

to her feet on the floor. The 

warm air inside the passenger 

car, coupled with the gentle 

sway of the train as it raced 

along the tracks, lulled Clara 

into a light slumber. Only 

when the conductor 

announced the Penn Station 

stop did Clara wake up. She 

grabbed the tote and slung it 

over her right shoulder, then 

hoisted her suitcase down 

from the overhead rack and 

hurried toward the subway 

platform.  

Still groggy, Clara 

yawned as she waited for the 

subway train that would drop 
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her near her apartment. When 

it arrived, she located a seat 

on the bench, stowed the tote 

next to her, and set her 

suitcase down between her 

calves. Two stops later, she 

retrieved her suitcase and 

exited the train. As the doors 

closed, Clara patted her 

shoulder and realized she left 

the tote with the nightingale 

on the subway bench. In a 

panic, she turned and rushed 

back toward the train. But 

Clara was too late. With a  

choked cry, she watched as it 

sped away.  

~ 
Sinéad Flanagan noticed 

the young woman sitting 

across from her on the 

subway train left her tote 

behind. She immediately 

seized the bag and hurried to 

the car's open doors, shouting 

at the woman to attract her 

attention. As Sinéad reached 

the exit, the doors slid shut. 

The train lurched forward, 

and Sinéad helplessly 

watched as the woman turned 

around and wailed as the 

subway car advanced into the 

dark tunnel.  

Not knowing what else to 

do, Sinéad sat down and 

clasped the bag against her 

chest as she proceeded to her 

stop in the Financial District. 

Once there, she hurried along 

the sidewalk to her building. 

Inside, Sinéad headed 

straight to the employee 

lounge, where she opened her 

locker, stowed her handbag, 

then peered inside the tote. 

Her breath caught as she 

glimpsed the top of the 

golden cage and the tiny 

white bird nestled within it.  

How magnificent, she 

thought as she tucked the bag 

inside her locker and banged 

the door shut. Knowing the 

odds of getting the birdcage 

back to the young woman 

were extremely slim, Sinéad 

decided to take it home for 

her twelve-year-old daughter, 

Maeve. 

It was the fifth day the 

young girl lay in bed, weak 

and burning with a fever. 

Even with medicine, her 

condition hadn't improved. 

Sinéad feared the child had 

Hong Kong flu and would 

soon succumb to it, like so 

many others in the city.  

~ 
"See what I brought for 

you," Sinead announced to 

Maeve when she returned 

home that evening. She set 

the golden birdcage on a 

small table next to the girl's 

bed. A fragile twinkle lit 

Maeve's pallid face.  

"Oh, Mam!" she replied 

quietly. "It's so pretty. Does 

the bird sing?" 

"Let's have a look, shall 

we?"  

Sinéad picked up the cage 

and held it sideways. 

Underneath she saw the 

winding key snapped into a 

holding bracket. She pried 

the key free and looked for a 

place to insert it. 

"Ah, here we go," she 

murmured as she poked the 

key into a small hole and 

twisted it. When nothing 

happened, Sinéad ran her 

fingertips along the edge of 

the birdcage's base. After 

finding the lever, she slid it 

as far as she could. 

"Mam, look! The little 

bird moves as it sings.” As 

Maeve listened, a hint of pink 

brushed her cheeks, the first 

bit of color to grace her face 

since she became ill. “It 

sounds so real. Just listening 

makes me feel better." 

A tear moistened Sinéad's 

eye as she watched her 

daughter sit up for the first 

time in five days to touch the 

nightingale.  

"And its feathers... they're 

so soft.” Maeve giggled as 

she caressed every part of the 

bird and cage. “I love it so 

much, Mam! Thank you!" 

Sinéad dabbed her eyes 

and beamed at her daughter. 

Since Maeve had fallen ill, 

Sinéad at last experienced a 

glimmer of hope that the 

child's health would improve. 
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She closed her eyes and 

silently thanked the woman 

on the subway who left the  

birdcage behind and saved 

her daughter's life. 

~ 
November 26, 2020 
 

At three o'clock sharp, 

Maeve Duncan knocked on 

the door of her son's 

apartment in Brooklyn. Ryan 

and his wife, Megan, were 

hosting the family's 

Thanksgiving dinner. Maeve 

had missed Madison's 

twentieth birthday, so she 

brought her granddaughter's 

birthday gift with her.  

Maeve worried about the 

young woman. Six months 

ago, Madison nearly lost her 

life when a delivery truck 

slammed into her little red 

coupe on the Brooklyn 

Queens Expressway. She 

survived the collision but 

suffered multiple fractures of 

her ribs and forearm that 

required surgery. Her 

granddaughter's injuries 

eventually healed, but 

continuous pain from the 

trauma left her dependent on 

the hydrocodone prescribed 

by the hospital and battling to 

gain control of her life and 

manage her agony without 

narcotics.  

Ryan opened the 

apartment door and ushered 

his mother inside.  

"I'm glad to see you, 

Mam." He gave her a quick 

peck on the cheek. "Megan 

and Madison are in the 

kitchen." 

"I brought a birthday 

present for Madison." 

Knowing her 

granddaughter faced a tough 

road ahead, Maeve decided 

the singing nightingale was 

the best gift she could give 

her. Madison's situation 

called for a miracle, and 

Maeve desperately hoped the 

snow-white bird would 

provide one.  

"How's she doing?" 

"Better," Ryan 

commented as he closed the 

door. "She's planning to go 

back to school in January for 

the spring semester... with a 

light course load, though. 

The minimum required for a 

full-time student." 

"Good. The less stress for 

her to manage, the better," 

Maeve replied, relieved her 

granddaughter was easing 

back into a routine. 

When her mother first 

presented the birdcage to her, 

Maeve realized it was 

miraculous. She would never 

forget the first time she heard 

the nightingale sing; its voice 

launched a wave of strength 

that streamed through her 

veins and intensified with 

each note of the bird's song. 

The coldness within her body 

dissipated, the overwhelming 

exhaustion subsided, and for 

the first time in days, Maeve 

believed she would 

recuperate. Since then, the 

nightingale's song restored 

her stamina whenever she 

was unwell. But now, 

Madison needed it more than 

she did. Although Madison 

had fought fiercely to get to 

this point, she would still 

face challenges as she moved 

forward.  

After dinner, Maeve 

handed the wrapped package 

to her granddaughter. "My 

mother gave me this when I 

was twelve. It's helped me 

over the years, and I want 

you to have it." 

Madison tore off the 

bright paper, glanced at the 

birdcage, and set it on the 

floor. She politely thanked 

her grandmother, but Maeve 

detected disappointment in 

her granddaughter's 

expression.  

"Shall we wind it up?" 

Maeve asked, expecting the 

singing bird to improve 

Madison's health 

immediately. But the young 

woman shook her head. 

"Not now. I think I'll wait 

until later." Madison picked 

up the birdcage and started 

toward her bedroom. "Mom 
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is setting dessert on the table. 

I'll put this away and be right 

back. I don't want to miss her 

pumpkin pie."  

"Okay, dear. But don't 

forget to listen to the bird's 

song," Maeve urged. "I think 

its effect will amaze you." 

Later that evening, 

Madison sprawled on her bed 

and brooded over the 

birdcage sitting on her 

dresser. What was Grandma 

thinking when she wrapped 

up that old tarnished relic 

with the shabby bird? Is she 

too cheap to spend money on 

me?  

"Like hell, I'm going to 

listen to that croaky, old 

thing," the young woman 

muttered to herself as she 

picked up her mobile phone 

and searched for a nearby 

pawnshop. "Maybe I can sell 

it for a few bucks and get 

something decent at least."  

She scrolled on her phone 

until she spotted a 

pawnbroker in Brooklyn and 

decided to unload the 

disgusting birdcage in the 

morning.  

~ 
December 10, 2020 
 

While walking to the 

subway station from his 

Brooklyn office near 

Prospect Park, Vincent 

Cinzoni glanced at the Estate 

Galleries’ display window. 

He slowed when he spotted 

the snow-white bird perched 

in a gilded cage. His fiancée, 

Suzanne, adored antiques. 

She’d mentioned several 

times that she longed for a 

birdcage with a singing 

mechanical bird to add to her 

collection. He walked into 

the antique store to 

investigate, hoping he’d 

found the ideal Christmas gift 

for her.  

"Can you tell me about 

this piece?" Vincent asked, 

pointing to the birdcage as 

the shop owner approached 

him. 

"Oh yes. It’s an 

automaton made in Paris, 

France, sometime during the 

early 1900s. The bird moves 

and sings. It uses a key stored 

underneath the cage for 

winding, and this lever turns 

the singing mechanism on 

and off." He grasped the 

birdcage and carried it to the 

counter. "The story behind 

this acquisition is rather 

interesting." 

"Yeah?"  

"I work with several 

antique restoration 

companies in New York," the 

merchant explained. "About a 

week ago, I received a call 

from a business associate 

here in Brooklyn who 

specializes in automatons. 

He's restored many singing 

birds. When he saw this 

birdcage—in the window of a 

local pawnshop, of all 

places—he immediately 

recognized its value. 

Although the gilt on the base 

was worn and some of the 

bird's feathers were tattered, 

the singing mechanism was 

in extremely good shape 

considering its age. He made 

repairs to restore all the 

components to their original 

condition, then consigned the 

piece to me." 

The shop owner inserted 

the key and wound the 

singing mechanism. The 

chirrups of the bird's song 

were intricate but soothing. 

As he listened, Vincent 

experienced an unusual swell 

of energy wash over him, as 

though he had just awakened 

from a night of restful sleep. 

He inhaled robustly. 

"It's an incredible piece, 

wouldn't you agree?" the 

shop owner commented when 

the mechanism wound down 

and the bird stopped. 

"Production of these pieces 

was limited. The 

manufacturer meticulously 

crafted each cage by hand 

and designed a unique song 

for every bird. White 

nightingales, such as this one, 

are reputed to be..." The shop 

owner hesitated as he 
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brushed a speck of dust from 

one of the cage's slender bars. 

"For lack of a better word, 

bewitching.  

"Mechanical birdcages 

are quite rare,” he continued 

while studying the cage, “and 

it’s almost impossible to find 

one with a white nightingale. 

It's a wonder, really, that this 

one made its way to my shop. 

That's another reason why the 

story is so intriguing. You 

never find a piece like this  

one in a pawnshop." 

"Well then," Vincent 

replied to the shop owner as  

he prepared to haggle. "Let's 

discuss the price."  

~ 
December 25, 2020 
 

Suzanne Wentworth 

loved everything about 

Christmas in New York—the 

biting cold temperatures, 

holiday lights that brightened 

the city as soon as the sun 

set, and even the bustle of 

last-minute gift shopping. 

When the morning sun had 

barely peeked above the 

horizon on Christmas 

morning, she eagerly popped 

out of bed. It was her turn to 

host the family's Christmas 

get-together, and she had 

much to accomplish before 

everyone converged for 

dinner at her tiny Lower East 

Side apartment.  

"Don't worry, Suze," her 

fiancé Vincent mumbled as 

he sleepily extricated himself 

from the tangle of blankets 

and slid off his side of the 

bed. "Everything will be 

fine." 

"Since this is Grandma 

Clara's first Christmas 

without Grandpapa, I'd like 

everything to be as warm and 

festive as possible," Suzanne 

responded as she scurried to 

the kitchen. "She's been so 

sad. I want to do whatever I 

can to cheer her up." 

Vincent followed 

Suzanne into the kitchen and 

wrapped his arms around her 

waist.  

"I want to make you 

happy," he purred as he 

nuzzled her neck. "So... let 

me get the coffee started. 

Then, I want you to open 

your Christmas present from 

me." 

Since Vincent initially 

put the tall rectangular 

package under the Christmas 

tree, Suzanne wanted to peek 

inside the bright red and 

green paper. As soon as he 

brought out two mugs of 

coffee, she snatched the box 

and started tearing off the 

wrapping, unable to wait a 

moment longer. Vincent 

chuckled as she fumbled with 

the tape that secured the top. 

"Oh, my goodness!" 

Suzanne squealed when she 

extracted the gilded birdcage. 

"This is fantastic." She 

caressed the slim golden bars, 

then ran her fingers along the 

chain of flowers embossed 

around the base. "I can't 

believe you found one." 

"The owner of the antique 

shop said it was a miracle he 

even had it." 

He twisted the key to 

initiate the singing 

mechanism and watched as 

Suzanne closed her eyes and 

listened to the bird's song.  

"Oh, Vincent, it's 

absolutely gorgeous. It's hard 

to describe, but just hearing it 

sing makes me feel... I don't 

know... uplifted." 

"That happened to me, 

too," Vincent replied. "At the 

antique store when the clerk 

showed me how it works. He 

said these birdcages are 

known for being enchanting." 

Suzanne set the cage on 

the coffee table, then perched 

on his lap and playfully  

kissed his forehead. "Thank 

you so much. I can't wait to 

show Grandma Clara. She 

told me once that her parents  

had a mechanical birdcage. 

Something happened to it, 

but I can't remember what."  

~ 
The first to arrive for 

Christmas dinner was 

Suzanne's mother, Lisa, who 
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brought Grandma Clara. 

Vincent welcomed them into 

the little apartment and 

offered both a glass of 

Sauvignon Blanc. While 

waiting for the wine, Lisa 

settled into the love seat 

while Clara walked to the 

Christmas tree.  

"Grandma," Suzanne said 

as she brought two glasses of 

wine into the small living 

room, "I want to show you 

what Vincent gave me for 

Christmas. It makes me think 

of you." 

Clara turned and hugged 

her granddaughter. 

“Really? Well, I hope it 

brightens your day like you 

brighten mine.” 

"Oh, it’s fabulous. See?” 

Suzanne picked up the 

birdcage and held it in front 

of her grandmother. "It's an 

antique birdcage with a 

mechanical nightingale. It’s 

so realistic. I’ll swear it 

sounds like a real bird is 

singing."  

Clara froze when she 

spied the gilded cage. Her 

face paled as she sank into 

the love seat next to Lisa.  

"Grandma, are you 

okay?"  

"I'm fine... it's just..." 

Clara sipped her wine. "I 

haven't thought of our 

mechanical bird for many 

years."  

"Let me play it for you," 

Suzanne said eagerly. She 

wound the mechanism, and 

the bird started to twitter. As 

it sang, Clara's eyes brimmed 

with water. 

"I lost ours, you know. It 

was very special… a family 

heirloom. My grandfather 

gave it to my grandmother as 

a Christmas gift about a 

hundred years ago. It sounds 

crazy, but we all thought our 

tiny white bird was magic." 

Clara's face contorted into a 

bittersweet smile. "My 

mother passed it along to me. 

And then, because of my 

stupidity and carelessness, I 

broke her heart."  

Trembling, she took a 

breath as a quiet sob 

overwhelmed her words. A 

moment later, Clara regained 

her voice. "Although she 

forgave me, my mother never 

forgot what I did."  

"What happened, 

Grandma?"  

"I left our little 

nightingale on the subway." 

Clara shook her head. "I was 

tired, and I just walked off 

the train without it." She took 

another swallow of wine and 

exhaled. "Ours looked just 

like this one. May I see it?" 

Suzanne handed her 

grandmother the golden cage. 

Clara gently cradled it in her 

lap while she lightly stroked 

the bars with her palms. She 

turned it over and gasped 

when she saw the nameplate 

attached to the bottom of the 

base. Tears streamed down 

her cheeks as she traced the 

engraved words with her 

fingertips and read the 

inscription aloud. "Joyeux 

Noël à ma chérie Gabrielle. À 

toi, pour toujours, Jean-

André."  

Clara looked up at 

Suzanne, her cheeks wet.  

"Gabrielle and Jean-

André were my 

grandparents." She stopped, 

took another breath, and 

wept. "This is the little 

singing bird I left behind all 

those years ago. I never 

thought I'd see it again." 

Clara swiped her cheeks with 

the back of her hand. 

"Suzanne, will you wind it up 

one more time?" 

When the bird sang, the 

sadness in the older woman's 

eyes disappeared, and her 

cheeks bloomed with color. 

As though an unseen force 

lifted her, Clara no longer 

slumped on the love seat but 

sat straight and tall. Her face 

radiated joy as she stood and 

folded her arms around 

Suzanne in a tight embrace. 

"What an exceptional 

Christmas gift Vincent has 

given you... and to me, as 

well. I'm so glad the
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mechanical nightingale has 

found its way back to the 

Meunier family. It’s a true 

Christmas blessing." Clara 

stepped back and clasped 

Suzanne's hands. "As you 

have probably discovered,  

that little bird is 

extraordinary. Treasure it 

always. "

 

Trex toed the ground, feeling 

the rocks under his clawed 

feet. His fear rose as he 

remembered that, at the last 

meeting, he almost got into a 

fight when he hit his friend 

Trike with his tail absent-

mindedly. They hadn’t spoken 

for a month, and Trike refused 

to stand anywhere near Trex 

during community meetings. 

As the crowd began to 

gather around him, he wished 

he could disappear. Afraid of 

hurting the littles of the tribe, 

he trembled as he tried to act 

like a statue. He didn't even 

move his head when his best 

friend flew up and landed on 

his snout. 

"You know, you really do 

get the best views," Ptery said 

as he laid across Trex's nose 

and propped up on one of his 

wings. 

"Ptery," Trex breathed the 

name through his teeth, "I 

can't see." 

"Oh! My bad. My bad!" 

Ptery plastered himself against 

Trex's forehead, spreading his 

wings as widely as possible to 

block Trex's eyes. 

"Ptery!" Trex roared out, 

filling the crowd with fear as 

his large tail whipped around, 

barely missing some and 

knocking over  and bruising 

others. Trex was unable to feel 

the damage that his appendage 

had created, but the unrest 

made him more nervous and 
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aware of his cold body's 

position and surroundings. He 

twiddled his clawed fingers, 

barely reaching with his short 

arms as he leaned forward, his 

tail precariously hung in the 

air. 

"Hey, Trex." A head 

attached to a long neck 

lowered into Trex's partially 

covered vision on his right 

side. "Can you keep your pet 

on a vine?" He and the other 

long necks laughed. 

Just as Trex was about to 

respond, a hush fell over the 

crowd, and Nessie slid out of 

the water onto the black, 

rocky shore. 

She held her head regally, 

high above the crowd nearest 

to her. Nessie shifted her 

body, part of it still covered in 

water, to stare in the direction 

of the continued commotion, 

as Ptery continued, "How 

about now?" He was still 

plastered to Trex's face. "Can 

you see now?" 

This embarrassed Trex, 

even though he towered over 

Nessie. 

Trex dropped his head in 

shame, and Ptery slid, now 

holding on with one clawed 

wing to Trex's nostril, making 

Trex want to sneeze.  

As Trex moved his head, 

trying to stop the sneeze from 

coming, he shifted his whole 

body without realizing it, 

causing a continuation of the 

crowd's agitation from his 

movements. 

Nessie bared her teeth as a 

warning, staring at each group 

in turn, until she had silence. 

Her eyes then settled on Trex 

and Ptery again. 

"Sorry!" Trex apologized, 

his fidgeting feet amplifying 

the crowd's unrest as they 

gave him a wider and wider 

berth. 

"I'm not sorry." Ptery 

quickly took off from his 

precarious position. 

"Ouch," Trex yelled out, 

stepping back, this time 

inciting a chaotic eruption 

from those still within reach of 

his feet and tail. 

Ptery stuck out his tongue 

as he circled Nessie, staying 

just out of reach of her bite. 

Although dizzy, Nessie 

continued her stare, until Ptery 

landed back on Trex's head, 

balancing between the crests 

of his eyebrows. Nessie loudly 

cleared her throat, which 

resulted in instant silence. 

"Now that everyone is 

ready, I will begin. As you 

know, I am the new 

astrologist. My father passed 

on his legacy to me, allowing 

me to be taught by the cosmos 

themselves." 

Ptery yawned loudly. 

"Blah, blah, blah. Some of us 

have places to go, Nessie." 

Nessie silently waited for 

the twittering to die down. 

"Rumors have been going 

around that the comet will 

make its final descent this 

year, but I have been assured 

by the stars that this is a lie." 

"Did the stars actually talk 

to you?" Ptery called from 

atop his high perch, but he 

almost lost his footing again 

when Trex shook his head. 

"That's enough." The 

harsh whisper escaped Trex's 

lips. "Sorry," he apologized 

again for his friend's behavior. 

Nessie continued as if the 

interruption had not occurred. 

"The Satellite Solstice 

Celebration will proceed as 

normal."  

With that, she slid back 

into the ocean. 

An involuntary shiver ran 

down Trex's spine. With a 

heavy sigh, he forced himself 

to stay still, but as the crowd 

thinned, his eyes drifted to the 

tiger-striped hide of the only 

blue-eyed predator in the 

community. 

Ptery lifted into the air and 

flapped his wings in place, 

managing to get Trex moving 

because Trex wanted to avoid 

the wind from agitating his 

eyes. Trex's movements 

caused the rest of the crowd to 

scurry away.  

"Sorry!" Trex called. 

Turning to Ptery, he asked, 

"Why did you do that?" 

"To get you more time 

before she had to go," Ptery 

replied, pointing with his 

head.  

As Trex turned his head to 

look, he could no longer see 

his blue-eyed interest. 

"What are you looking 

at?"  

Trex looked down to find 

her looking up at him with 

hooded eyes. He took in her 

form, which seemed tiny 

compared to his own. His 

mind raced with ideas on how 

to proceed. 
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Ptery swooped down to 

whisper advice to Trex. "Say: 

'I'm looking at the girl of my 

dreams,' and make sure to hide 

your teeth from the girl." 

Trex could only manage, 

"I'm...uh..teeth...girl." 

"You're a toothy girl, 

huh?" She grinned up at Trex, 

melting his heart further. She 

had a much smaller set of 

pointed teeth than his own. 

Her smile halted all possible 

chances of conversation from 

Trex. His automatic response 

was to grin back, with all of 

his larger, more intimidating 

teeth on display. 

She didn't even flinch. She 

was the only female of her 

kind that didn't fear and hide 

from him. Most of the males 

usually revered him as some 

sort of god, due to their 

similarities in shape and the 

fact that Trex was at least 

double their size. 

Trex looked down and 

went back to shuffling his 

feet, as the gang of female 

velociraptors watched them 

from the incline of the 

volcano. The various, jerky 

movements of their heads 

caught glimpses of the couple 

as they looked around 

sporadically, which caused 

Trex to feel their judgement 

with every glimpse. 

The crowd was nearly 

gone when she broke the 

silence.  

"My name is Vel, by the 

way." The black in her eyes 

widened as her eyes met 

Trex's. "See you later!" Her 

tail caressed Trex's leg before 

she ran to join her pack. 

"She's got a big tail, 

doesn't she?" Ptery's voice 

interrupted Trex's thoughts. 

"Ptery!" 

"What? You know you 

were thinking it!" 

Trex simply shook his 

head and began walking 

home. 

"See you later," Ptery 

called as he veered off. "I need 

to do some things before 

tomorrow's fun."  

"Okay, see you 

tomorrow." 

In the blink of an eye, 

Ptery was out of sight, leaving 

Trex alone with his thoughts 

of Vel. 

~ 
Trex was admiring the 

colors of the setting sun, as it 

lowered in the horizon, when 

the giggling twin brothers 

appeared and circled Trex in 

opposite directions.  

"Uh, guys," Trex said, his 

small arms flailing as he tried 

to keep from falling over as 

they wound their way around 

him. "Could you st— ?"  

His plea was drowned out 

as the brothers slammed their 

heads together with a force 

that made Trex fall backwards 

a couple of steps before he 

could get his footing again. 

"Are you all right, guys?" 

Trex asked, thinking that no 

matter how many times they 

did this to each other, it was 

always very jarring. 

"The end is coming! This 

is not a lie." Pachy's voice 

floated, otherworldly, as he 

rose. His eyes turned to Trex, 

but they were unseeing. 

Upon rising from his spot, 

Cephy's eyes also turned 

toward Trex. "The sheep no 

longer led. But in the heat, all 

will die." 

"Um… okay…" Trex 

shuffled away quietly, his 

mind reeling. He knew the 

twins were strange, but this 

was different.  

He raced off to Ptery's 

house, his scaly skin crawling.  

~ 
Trex spent the last few 

hours impatiently waiting at 

Ptery's nest for his friend to 

return. He watched as the 

night sky slowly brightened 

from the comet as it came 

closer, even though only the 

moon and stars should have 

been seen. 

When Ptery finally 

returned, Trex rudely said, 

"About time!" 

"Whoa, whoa, whoa! Why 

are you even here, and who 

peed on your meat?" Ptery 

responded, trying to lighten 

Trex's mood. 

"Just listen. I need to tell 

you something. It's 

important!" 

"Better make it quick!" 

said Ptery, as he landed on his 

large nest and reclined 

comfortably. 

"The twins…" Trex began. 

"Ah, not quite ready." 

Ptery shifted for a few more 

moments. "Okay, now I'm 

ready…" 
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Trex opened his mouth, 

preparing to speak. 

Ptery interrupted again, 

"No, wait." He pulled a twig 

from behind his back and 

flicked it away. Relaxing his 

body, he said, "Okay, you've 

got my full attention." 

Trex stared, waiting a 

couple more moments before 

he began, so he was sure he 

would not be interrupted. He 

then told Ptery what transpired 

with the twins, ending with, 

"Do you think it's a real 

warning?" 

"If you are believing their 

crap, then maybe you are the 

one with brain damage."  

Trex began pacing around 

the nest, "But their eyes… and 

their voices… You didn't see 

it, but I swear, it wasn't just a 

prank." 

Ptery suddenly stood stark 

still with a blank expression in 

his eyes. His loud, spooky 

voice filled the air. "Those 

who believe the idiot become 

the idiot." Then he fell back to 

the nest laughing, as Trex 

rolled his eyes. 

After his laughter 

subsided, Ptery added, in his 

own voice, "So if they are two 

idiots, does that make you an 

idiot squared?" 

"Ha, ha, ha," Trex 

responded sardonically. "Why 

is it so impossible to believe 

them?" 

"A real psychic, one 

whose family has read the 

stars for generations, says that 

all will be okay, and you 

believe the actual boneheads. 

The twins that spend all day 

ramming their heads into each 

other or trees. They don't even 

eat sometimes." After a 

moment of thought, Ptery 

added, "Maybe that's why they 

sounded funny, because they 

finally hit rock bottom with 

their energy?" 

"Maybe ...but I just can't 

shake the feeling." 

"Changing the subject," 

Ptery announced. "Have you 

thought about how you are 

going to ask Vel to the 

Satellite Solstice Cotillion?" 

"No, I'm just not going." 

"So, if the twins are 

correct— not saying they 

are—  shouldn't you suck it up 

and just do it?" 

"Easy for you to say!" 

Trex said. "How many 

girlfriends do you have?" 

"Currently… or my whole 

life?" 

Trex only rolled his eyes. 

"Not my fault that I'm that 

good!" Ptery smiled up at his 

friend. "Come on, Trex, with 

my help, she'll be eating out of 

your hands." 

"More like, she'll be 

running from my hands." 

"Blah, blah, blah. All I 

hear is fear… of a girl." 

"Yep… and I can give you 

a list of all the other things I'm 

afraid of too, if you'd like." 

Ptery sighed. "You're 

hopeless." 

Trex shrugged. A yawn 

suddenly overtook him. 

"You are looking tired, T. 

Why don't you stay here until 

morning and get some sleep. 

We can make a plan for the 

celebration tomorrow."  

~ 
As the sun rose, Trex 

woke to a crowd beside him in 

Ptery's nest. In his awakening 

state, he only caught the 

urgent tone in their voices. 

"But it's closer than it has 

ever been," one voice said. 

"You said it was close last 

year, too, and what did it do? 

It flew right by." Trex 

recognized that voice as 

Ptery's voice.  

"Yeah. Close, but it went 

right by," a different voice 

agreed with Ptery. 

As Trex rose, all but Ptery 

flew off.  

"Was it my breath?" Trex 

made a joke, knowing that, 

like most of the population, 

they were probably afraid of 

him.  

"Well, I mean… it is bad, 

but I think it was the gas you 

let out before you woke up." 

Ptery coughed and cloaked 

himself in his wings. Yelling 

out of his cocoon in a choking 

voice, he added, "Nope, didn't 

work! I can still smell it from 

here." He then pretended to 

fall to the ground, as if dying. 

"Tell Lynn, Sai, Pho, the 

Diplo twins, Roven, Dac, 

Jear…" 

"Yeah, yeah, we don't 

need an entire list of your 

current love interests. We get 

it: you love them all," Trex 

interrupted. "I guess if you're 

dead, you won't mind me 

stepping on you?" He hovered 

his foot over Ptery. 
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Ptery flew up into the air. 

"Oh, look! The fresh air cured 

me!" 

Trex snapped his teeth in 

Ptery's direction. 

"Someone is feisty, eh?" 

Ptery smiled. "Sounds like the 

perfect time to ask out Vel!" 

Without a word, Trex 

began walking. 

Ptery flew in front of him, 

hovered, and flapped wind 

into Trex's eyes. 

"Stop that!" Trex cried, 

turning his face away. "You 

know I hate that!" 

"Yes, I do! And I won't 

stop until you turn around and 

walk in the correct direction." 

Grumbling, Trex turned 

around and continued 

walking. "Happy now?" 

Ptery spiraled forward 

through the air. "Almost."  

~ 
"All you have to do is 

walk up and say hello, then…" 

"You know I am never 

going to remember all of this." 

"They say the best way to 

remember something is 

through repetition," Ptery said. 

Trex only stared through 

the trees that barely hid him 

and Ptery. Trex began 

daydreaming of what a life 

with Vel would be like. 

Suddenly, Trex felt the 

horns of Trike hit him hard in 

the back, thrusting him 

forward through the trees.  

As his fear rose from the 

sudden exposure, he heard 

Ptery say, "Thanks, Trike! I 

owe you one!" 

Finally paying attention to 

his surroundings, Trex 

realized that the pack of 

females had all dispersed, 

except one, and her blue eyes 

looked up at him with 

adoration.  

"Heeeeeeey!" he yelled 

out a little too loudly and 

abruptly. 

"Heeeeeeey!" Vel 

responded, automatically with 

just as much enthusiasm. 

The next span of time was 

a haze. When he came to, 

Trex was standing directly in 

front of Vel. 

"Are you sure you don't 

care about what others say?" 

Vel asked. 

"Uh, uh…" Trex wracked 

his mind on what he must 

have said. 

Her head tilted rapidly 

side to side as she searched his 

eyes. The cuteness of the 

action made him smile.  

"No, not at all," he found 

himself saying. 

Giggling, she ran around 

him, then darted off to join her 

friends. 

Trex's legs moved of their 

own volition, carrying him 

back into the trees. 

"I told you that you could 

do it!" Ptery's voice broke 

through the cloud in Trex's 

mind. 

"Did I?" Trex turned, 

forcing his focus onto solely 

Ptery, trying to remember 

what exactly had happened.  

"Yes, sir! Just like we 

practiced!" Ptery beamed at 

Trex before finding a spot to 

sit on Trex's head. "Don't 

forget to thank Trike!" 

Suddenly, Trex realized 

that there was pain in his 

posterior. "Is it bleeding?"  

~ 
Trex stood awkwardly on 

the incline of the volcano, 

looking down at the dancing 

crowd on the dance floor.  

The band played music by 

Sai, using her tail to beat 

against the plates on Steg's 

back. The staccato sounds 

played a frenzy of notes that 

were both disconcerting and 

beautiful, just like the sight of 

the nearing comet.  

"It's beautiful, isn't it?" Vel 

said. 

Trex felt her against one of 

his legs. "Not as beautiful as 

you."  

They both grinned at each 

other.  

"Would you allow me this 

dance?" Trex asked, bowing 

down and offering his claw. 

"Such a gentleman! I knew 

you were different than the 

pack said. They said… Never 

mind! Let's dance like it's the 

end of the world!" She placed 

her claw in his. 

"It might be!" He looked 

at the beautiful sky once more, 

but even through his fear, 

Trex knew that he wouldn't 

want to be in any other place 

than this.  

~ 
"You see," Nessie said. 

"Love is a mighty force, that 
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can build you up to be better 

than you were before." 

Donnie shook his head. "I 

still don't know about that, but 

it was a nice story, 

nonetheless."  

He looked over the loch, 

in the direction of Blair's 

home. "What happened after 

that?" he asked.  

"They lived happily 

together for the rest of their 

lives," Nessie said.  

Donnie slowly nodded his 

head. "I'm going to do it! I'm 

going to go and profess my 

love!" 

Nessie watched as the 

young man left, glad that he 

hadn't asked further questions 

and glad that he promised to 

keep her a secret for her 

advice. Although, even now, 

so many years later, she felt 

guilty for her mistake. A 

mistake that she would never 

be able to make up for. 

She had avoided the 

celebration when she saw 

Trex, the one she cared so 

much about, with another. The 

same pride that prevented her 

from telling Trex how she felt 

caused her to abandon her 

duty to choose the one to be 

sacrificed. Had she been able 

to make it to the ridge of the 

volcano, she probably would 

have done it herself.  

Instead, she went to cry 

alone, far from the shore. She 

noticed the brightness over the 

water, not realizing the chaos 

that was about to happen. 

The powerful waves came 

with still sizzling lava rocks 

and chunks of the fateful 

comet, pushing her far from 

her home. 

As the Earth resettled, she 

realized that she was the lone 

survivor. The last dinosaur. 

Now, every year on the 

anniversary of that fateful 

Satellite Solstice Celebration, 

with her survival instincts 

forgotten, Nessie has gone to 

the shore, tempting fate to 

play its hand, so she could 

forever join her friends.  

Instead, each anniversary, 

she mourns and doesn’t get 

the new start that had been 

promised to others. She, the 

perpetual guardian of Loch 

Ness, is locked into a cycle of 

mourning and regret. 

Nessie looked to the sky 

and saw a different comet—  

far away still— but she knew 

that the cosmos did not lie 

about the coming change. 

So now, when spotted, she 

shares her wisdom, her hard-

earned knowledge of the 

power of love and heartbreak, 

and the importance of bravery 

that can change the world, if 

you use it. 
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Beja flipped her thick 

braid, still wet from her 

shower, to her back, admired 

her raven-wing-tipped 

eyeshadow above her stylized 

“CC” tattoo one last time, and 

stepped from the small 

bathroom, makeup bag in 

hand.  

“Finally!” her little sister, 

Maria, whined and darted past 

her, slamming the door behind 

her.  

Beja smirked and let her 

nose lead her to the kitchen. 

Spice – garlic, cumin, chili 

powder – and grease hung 

thick in the unventilated air, 

but she just breathed deeply, 

reveling in the smell.  

She plopped down at the 

kitchen table and sorted her 

schoolbooks into her 

backpack. Math, Biology, 

Coding and Programming – 

all well-used hand-me-downs. 

Survival Skills, Ethics of C.C.-

- Colorado Division, and 

Tracking and Hunting were 

hand-typed, carefully placed 

in three-ring binders. She’d 

decorated the binders with 

stickers –tigers and dragons 

mostly – but the contents were 

school property and 

meticulously covered in sheet 

protectors. Her pencil bag was 

so stuffed it barely closed, and 

she considered removing 

something, but everything in it 

– pens, color pencils, throwing 

knives – was a necessity. She 

chucked her makeup bag into 

the backpack last. Only the 

essentials for school.  

“Do you have 

everything?” Carmen asked, 

giving the sauce another stir. 

Beja blew air up through 

her curly black bangs, trying 

to disguise her annoyance. 

After all, Carmen had cooked. 

“I’m not Maria. You don’t 

have to baby me. Does she 

have everything?” 

Carmen patted the 

spangled backpack on the 

counter. The glittery backpack 

infuriated Beja. Her older 

sister never should have 

allowed the ten-year-old to 

pick it out. It screamed, “I am 

here, look at me!” Not 

necessarily something she 

needed behind her on the way 

to school. And not something 

her oh-so-careful sister would 

normally allow. 

“I packed it. So, yeah.” 

Beja nodded shortly. 

Carmen was organized to a 

fault. It made her uptight, even 

bitchy at times. But it also 

made her reliable. Like when 

you needed a treat for the state 

holiday. 

“So … enchiladas for 

Culture Day?” 

Carmen just nodded. 

“You know we’re only—" 

Beja held up her finger and 

thumb, an inch apart, and 

continued, “—this much 

Hispanic on mom’s side, 

right?” 

Carmen nodded, spooning 

the steaming sauce over the 

enchiladas and snapping them 

in the heat-retaining metal 

container before they could 

cool. Almost immediately, the 

smell in the air diminished, 

sealed into the thermal pan. 

Ever careful, Carmen wrapped 

the giant dish in an insulated 

bag and sprayed E-Z Seal 

Foam around it. 

Beja wrinkled her nose. 

“That stuff’s a bitch to get 

off. D’you know that?” She 

made the same complaint 

every time her sister used the 

quick setting foam, but it 

never mattered. Carmen’s 

answer was always the same. 

Carmen zipped the bag 

over the top of the already 

hard foam, tucking the half-

empty can of E-Z Seal in as an 

afterthought, and sighed as she 

said, “Don’t curse. And better 

safe than sorry. You like all 

your limbs, right?” 

Beja mouthed the words 

with her, then ducked her 

head, hiding behind her bangs 

when Carmen caught her. She 

should be more thankful to her 

sister. She did so much for 

them, protected them so well. 

“As for the enchiladas and 

our ancestry,” Carmen said, 

her mouth a thin line that 

betrayed her growing 

impatience for Beja’s 

Culture Day 
By Deana Rose Wilson 
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cattiness, “Oma Greta never 

taught me to make her 

German potato salad – not that 

we can get potatoes – and 

mom never shared her Indian 

taco recipe. So, there you have 

it. The one dish that I know is 

culturally correct for your 

Culture Day.” 

“Sorry, Carmen.” Beja 

peeked from her bangs and 

offered her sister an 

apologetic smile. “Thank you, 

Carmen.” 

“Just get yourself and your 

sister to school safely.” 

Carmen stacked the dishes in 

the sink and ran water in them. 

She glanced at the atomic 

clock and sighed, pulling her 

apron off. “I have to get to 

work. And you two need to 

hurry.” She called to the back 

of the trailer, “Maria, hurry 

up! I want to see you before 

you leave for school!” 

Beja zipped her backpack 

closed and snatched the plate 

of egg-in-the-hole toast 

Carmen had left for her on the 

counter. It was a luxury, she 

knew, to have eggs. Her sister 

used them sparingly, only on 

special occasions. Like back 

to school after spring break. 

Or Maria’s first day of school.  

Carmen’s job at the 

Colorado Technical and 

Arsenal Institute offered them 

many advantages. Their trailer 

was small, but well-secured 

from the outer elements and 

threats. The security system 

was high tech, rigged with 

flash grenades and electric 

charges. Those weapons that 

Carmen discarded, Beja could 

take to school and refit, 

keeping them for herself or 

trading them for necessities or 

little luxuries. She’d brought 

home a bag of apples once. 

Her sisters had been ecstatic. 

Their larder/garage, too, 

was reasonably full thanks to 

Carmen’s job. They had five 

chickens in an indoor coop 

and a small herb garden. 

Although she was fairly sure 

that her sister had used the last 

of the ground meat for the 

enchiladas. But the Institute 

would provide another box of 

meat, frozen and wrapped in 

white freezer-paper, likely 

before Saturday. Before she 

and Maria were even home 

from their school week.  

“The Baileys are taking 

over Mama Katz’s grocery 

store; stop and get some bread 

on your way home on Friday, 

won’t you?” Carmen asked, 

emerging from her bedroom 

again. She was dressed in her 

outerwear: a long leather 

overcoat and leather gloves, 

cotton duck overalls, and a 

toile print scarf. 

Beja snorted at the last 

accessory but kept her 

comments to herself. Maybe 

her sister was hunting for a 

man at work again. She 

wondered what had happened 

to Andrew. She’d liked Handy 

Andy. He’d been useful 

around the house. 

“You can’t get it?” she 

asked instead, tearing into the 

toast with her fork and fingers. 

“Or make some?” 

“Are you trying to push all 

my buttons today?” Carmen 

snapped, strapping on her 

oxygen tank. She wrapped the 

canula around her neck and 

pushed the slider up snug 

against her chin. “I’m going to 

work some overtime while 

you’re gone.” 

Yup. Definitely man 

hunting. Maybe she had 

figured out that Andy wasn’t 

very faithful. Skilled, but not 

faithful. 

“All right, all right,” Beja 

agreed. She looked up at the 

clock and shoved the last of 

the toast into her mouth. 

Carmen was right. It was 

getting late. “Can you hurry 

Maria up? She doesn’t listen 

to me.” 

Carmen’s narrow lips were 

back. 

“She’d better listen to you 

on the way to school.” 

“Maybe if someone didn’t 

spoil her.” Beja pointed with 

her lips to the glittery silver 

backpack. 

Carmen’s mouth pressed 

together even further, but she 

turned her attention to the 

back of the trailer.  

“Maria, time to go! Now!” 

she shouted. 

The ten-year-old scurried 

down the hall and grabbed her 

plate from the counter. She 

was stuffing the toast into her 

mouth when Beja spun her 

around in her chair. 

“Are you wearing 

makeup?” Her hand felt into 

her backpack, reassuring 

herself. Her makeup bag was 

there. She didn’t remember 

anything missing from it. 

“Where did you get makeup?” 
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Maria’s brown eyes were 

lined with black, more of a 

cat-eye than the multi-

flourished raven-wing Beja 

had chosen for her own eyes. 

And at least she had stuck to 

neutral colors. 

“I bought it for her,” 

Carmen snapped, turning the 

girl’s face up to inspect it. “A 

little dark on the charcoal 

maybe, but not bad.” She 

glanced at the clock. “And 

you have no time to fix it. Get 

your gear on.” 

“You never let me wear 

makeup on the first day of 

school,” Beja growled, pulling 

on her own leather overalls. 

They’d been their mother’s. 

Carmen had cried when she’d 

passed them down. In another 

year, maybe two, Beja would 

have to pass them on to Maria. 

“Oma wouldn’t let you 

wear makeup,” Carmen 

corrected her. 

“Yeah. Right,” Beja said. 

She’d forgotten that their Oma 

had popped in on special 

occasions after their mother 

had not made it home from 

shopping that day. That Oma 

Greta had confiscated her 

small collection of makeup a 

week before school started 

five years ago. They’d gone 

through a lot that first year 

after her mother’s death; it 

was no wonder she’d 

forgotten. 

“Not that anyone will see 

it through your goggles 

anyway,” Carmen said, 

passing Maria a set of blue-

padded goggles. Another new 

purchase for the youngest. It 

was going to be a long trip. 

Carmen placed the lenses 

over the girl’s eyes and 

tightened the strap around her 

sister’s auburn hair. Beja, 

rankled, snugged up the straps 

on her overstuffed backpack 

to hide her jealousy. She 

stretched out her arms to make 

sure she had enough flexibility 

and zipped up her leather 

jacket. 

“But, if you’re careful, 

you won’t smudge it,” Carmen 

said, patting Maria’s head. 

“And you’ll look beautiful for 

school.” 

Beja gave her younger 

sister a little push to get her 

moving. “C’mon, squirt. You 

don’t want to be late your first 

day of school. And I don’t 

want the enchiladas to get 

cold.” 

The fact that Cultural Day 

and the first day of elementary 

school coincided had always 

been amusing to Beja. Was it 

to give them a false sense of 

pleasure about school by 

starting it with a holiday 

before they realized it was 

more a military training 

camp? Or to integrate them 

with the other ethnicities they 

would be mixed in with? 

Headmaster Rollins said it 

was important to remember 

their culture and history to 

keep them from becoming 

animals. But Beja was 

convinced it was just a reason 

to let the staff have a feast that 

didn’t involve Mod-Meats. 

Carmen helped Maria with 

her gear and placement of the 

oxygen tank. The youngster’s 

eyes were wide beneath her 

goggles when Carmen placed 

the cannula in her nose and 

Beja realized, belatedly, that 

her sister was more than just 

nervous. She was scared. 

“Don’t worry,” she said, 

giving Maria’s thin shoulder a 

squeeze. “I’ll get you there in 

one piece.” 

Carmen gave Maria a 

quick kiss on the cheek, then 

turned her towards the garage. 

“Wait for us by the 

scooters, Maria. I have 

something to say to Beja.” 

The girl shuffled through 

the door, giving them both a 

startled, inquiring glance. But 

at least she was cooperating. 

“I stressed to her the 

importance of listening to you 

for the ride. She should 

behave. But, Beja,” Carmen 

said, pulling her sister into a 

hug. Beja stood stiffly, unsure 

what to do. Carmen barely 

ever embraced her. “Be 

careful out there. We’ve had 

reports that the Mavericks are 

infiltrating our territory.” 

Beja stiffened further, her 

cheeks suddenly cold beneath 

her black scarf. Maybe 

Carmen had upset her cannula 

and the oxygen was blowing 

on her face. She patted her 

tube to adjust it. But no, 

everything was in place. Fear 

chilled her. 

The Mavericks were the 

gang that had killed their 

mother. 

 

Beja narrowed her eyes, 

trying to see deeper into the 
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smoggy, gritty air. The day 

was overcast, making the 

poison vapor hang lower, like 

a dense fog, rather than 

settling along the upper 

skyline like it normally did. It 

gave the road an eerie 

atmosphere. 

She rolled her shoulders 

for what felt like the thirtieth 

time. Even with the extra 

batteries that Carmen had 

helped her install, she felt like 

she was pushing the electric 

scooter to its limit. It wasn’t 

the extra passenger, holding 

tight to her waist, and her bag. 

Maria was light. And she 

normally pulled the little cart 

behind the scooter, even 

though it now carried the extra 

weight of the enchiladas, her 

backpack, and her additional 

weapons. Maybe both the 

burden of her sister and the 

cart made the scooter feel 

sluggish. 

Or maybe it was the 

weight that Carmen’s words 

had put on her. She felt like 

they couldn’t get out into the 

open soon enough, into the 

clearer atmosphere of 

Denver’s mile-high mountain 

air, to the safety of the 

school’s twenty-four-hour 

armed guard and infrared 

weapons array. 

She shivered despite the 

sweat dripping down her back 

beneath her jacket. It was 

overcast, but warm. Muggy. 

Carmen had told her that 

humans once counted the 

passing of time by months. 

But after the Great Scorch 

there had been nothing but 

darkness for days and days. 

Time had gotten confused. 

Even seasons were harder to 

reckon after the sky burned. 

They assumed it was mid-

spring. Their inaccurate 

calendar read January. 

She glanced around again, 

trying to see beyond the 

derelict cars with their ash-

covered skeletons. She had 

chosen the old I-25 because it 

was the most direct route. It 

should have been the fastest 

way. Instead it felt 

conspicuous. If she were a 

Maverick, wouldn’t it be the 

route she chose as well? 

But who knew with a 

Maverick. Carmen said they 

were half-crazy, poisoned by 

the air. They lived in the 

smog, migrating from hunting 

ground to hunting ground 

without the protection of 

oxygen tanks. They kept 

covered, of course. Few could 

handle the burning vapor of 

the tainted air on their skin. 

But without oxygen, poison 

seeped through your face 

covering, contaminating you 

slowly. You might not even 

know it was affecting you. 

Until it was too late. 

Headmaster Rollins taught 

that they were savages, 

uneducated. Who had time for 

learning when you were too 

busy hunting for your next 

meal? They were cannibals, of 

course. Cannibals who would 

eat their own, even. No code 

of ethics. No ethics at all. 

At least Maria was being 

quiet. She’d tried to ask 

questions for the first hour, 

but Beja had shushed her 

repeatedly. Her own 

nervousness must have 

reflected onto Maria because 

the girl had finally settled with 

her cheek against Beja’s back, 

keeping as still as possible. 

Although she was squeezing 

Beja so hard that they’d 

almost wrecked twice. 

Beja sucked in a breath to 

steady herself and rolled her 

shoulders again, trying to get 

Maria to shift off the sticky 

spot on her back. She needed 

to think of something else. 

Casper. She hadn’t seen 

Casper in three weeks; 

hadn’t– 

CRACK!! 

She heard the gun shot and 

swerved like she’d been 

taught, without thinking. The 

scooter went down, hard, 

landing on her left leg. She 

heard Maria’s scream. Then 

her training took over. She 

pulled her leg from beneath 

the scooter and unsheathed her 

laser rifle in one movement. 

The trip of a button on the 

scooter’s handlebars 

unleashed an energy shield 

and she pulled the whimpering 

Maria behind it. 

The girl was making noise. 

That, at least, was a relief. 

She’d deal with her in a 

minute. It was more 

important, now, to find the 

threat and subdue it. 

CRACK!! 

She heard a second shot 

reverberate in the air and 

watched the shield flare as the 

bullet ricocheted off it. And 

smiled ruthlessly. 
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Amateurs. Still using 

projectile weapons. And not 

very flipping well. 

She propped the laser rifle 

against the seat of the motor 

scooter and centered herself, 

breathing slowly as she’d been 

taught. She could almost hear 

the Master of the Hunt, 

whispering in her ear. Despite 

the rush of blood in her head 

that threatened to drown out 

all other sound. In. And out. 

In. And out. Patience. Focus 

on the shot. 

A third shot rang out and 

she trained her rifle on the 

muzzle flash, firing two 

rounds of laser bursts into the 

dense smog. To the left and 

slightly above. She heard the 

cry and saw a shadow fall to 

the ground from the shell of a 

sedan, landing barely visible 

beneath the roil of poison. 

Again, she waited, 

breathing in through her nose, 

out through her slightly parted 

lips.  

Patience. There could be 

more than one. Or he could be 

playing possum, waiting until 

I come check him. 

Beside her, Maria sobbed, 

mewling louder this time. Beja 

reached an arm around her, 

pulling her closer against her 

body, then brought her arm 

back to the rifle, ready for the 

next shot. She’d gripped the 

beige trigger guard before she 

noticed the slick of blood on 

her hands. 

Dammit. 

It took effort to tear her 

eyes away from the prone 

body on the ground some 300 

feet away. It could mean their 

lives. But she also needed to 

make sure her kid sister was 

okay. 

She pulled Maria’s 

goggles down. The girl’s 

lovely cat-eye makeup was 

smeared to watery, black 

blotches around her frightened 

brown eyes. Her full lips 

trembled. 

“Where are you hit?” Beja 

asked.  

Maria batted at her right 

side. “It burns.” 

“Can you scoot to the 

other side of me?” Beja asked. 

She didn’t give Maria a 

chance to answer; just lifted 

her body over her sister’s, 

forcing Maria to push her 

body along the rough asphalt 

to create enough room behind 

the shield. 

Beja spared a glance for 

the prone body down the road 

– still there – and rested her 

rifle on the scooter, aimed at 

her attacker and within easy 

reach. She lay on her side and 

curled her back so she could 

inspect her sister’s waist, 

poking a finger into her nylon 

bomber jacket. The bullet had 

hit at an angle, puncturing the 

glittering backpack first, then 

ripping through the jacket and 

into Maria’s skin beneath. A 

short, jagged wound gaped in 

her side – not deep enough to 

hit anything vital, thank 

goodness, but bleeding 

dangerously regardless. Beja 

breathed a sigh of relief. Just a 

graze. She would be okay. 

With a little help. 

“It burns,” Maria repeated, 

moaning into her cupped 

hands. 

“It’s the air getting into the 

open wound.” Beja uncurled 

her spine and reached for the 

energy shield. “Keep your 

head down.” 

She looked at the body in 

the distance again, reassured 

that it still hadn’t moved from 

its spot. Although it may have 

shifted. Maybe it was her 

imagination. A trick of the fog 

and the light. Still. Better to be 

safe. 

She pressed a hand to her 

sister’s red-brown hair, 

making sure she was protected 

by the scooter, and ran a 

finger through the control loop 

of the energy shield. A twist 

and pull detached the loop 

from the scooter, and she 

lifted the shield with her as 

she slowly stood. She debated 

taking the rifle with her. 

Decided against it. If 

something happened to her in 

the next few minutes, she 

didn’t want to leave Maria 

defenseless. Carmen had 

taught the girl to shoot; she 

was nearly as good as Beja. 

The cart was tilted 

dangerously behind the 

scooter – one wheel hovered 

and spun freely in the air -- 

but it hadn’t overturned. The 

thermal bag with the 

enchiladas wasn’t so lucky. It 

lay on its side on the asphalt, 

the bag scuffed and torn. 

Beneath the silver fabric, the 

layer of E-Z Seal Foam 

appeared intact. Beja sniffed. 

No smell of spice seeped from 
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the bag. Culture Day was still 

safe.  

She crouched and 

unzipped the bag, feeling with 

her fingers while checking the 

body of their attacker again. It 

wasn’t her imagination; he 

had moved. Not a lot. Maybe 

from his stomach to his back. 

But he was still alive.  

She set her mouth in a thin 

line of determination, not 

taking her eyes from the body. 

But her questing fingers were 

not finding what she wanted. 

Tearing her eyes away, she 

unzipped the thermal bag 

completely. The E-Z Seal 

cannister was not there. 

To her left, she heard 

Maria sniffle again and 

ground her teeth in frustration. 

There was a medi-kit on the 

cart, but with the contents 

shifted, she was sure it was 

buried. The Foam had to be 

somewhere, had to be close. It 

had escaped through the hole 

in the bag and rolled. 

She looked to the attacker 

again. Still there. But no 

longer alone. A second form 

crouched near him. When he 

caught her looking, the second 

person shuffled back behind 

the sedan. 

Dammit. She needed to 

hurry. Medi-kit? Or E-Z 

Foam? Which would be 

faster? 

Using the cart as a 

secondary shield, she rifled 

through the contents. It was 

pointless; the medi-kit had 

been on top, to the front. The 

contents of the cart now 

buried it. She could try to right 

the cart, but that might move 

the scooter, taking her sister’s 

precarious protection away. 

Cursing, she dug deeper into 

the cart and yanked out a laser 

bow. Not her favorite weapon 

as it required two hands. But 

at least she was armed again. 

She rested the energy 

shield against the cart and 

turned in a slow circle, 

searching the ground. There. 

The can had rolled ten feet 

away, under a van. She hissed 

a curse between her teeth. 

Snatching up the shield, 

she side-stepped to the van, 

her eyes back on the prone 

attacker and the car where his 

friend lurked. No movement. 

She wasn’t sure if that was 

good or bad. It could mean 

that the man’s companion was 

too afraid to move. It might 

also mean that he was 

sneaking around to flank her. 

She crouched next to the 

van and reached, trying to feel 

where she had thought she’d 

seen the cannister. She didn’t 

want to take her eyes off the 

sedan. But it was pointless. 

“Dammit!!” 

She dropped to her hands 

and knees and forced herself 

to look under the van. The can 

was there. And just out of 

reach.  

She breathed a frustrated 

sigh through her nose. There 

was nothing else to be done. 

She set the laser bow on the 

asphalt. It was hard to release 

the weapon, hard to release 

that small feeling of security. 

She checked the sedan one 

more time – no movement – 

and lay on her belly. With one 

arm holding the shield out to 

protect her and the other 

reaching as far as she could 

under the van, she scooted on 

her stomach along the rough 

rock. She could smell charred 

oily asphalt and the salt of her 

own sweat. If the second 

attacker wanted to move on 

her, now was the time to 

attack. 

Her hand closed on the 

cannister and she slithered 

back from beneath the 

suffocating undercarriage of 

the van, tucking the E-Z Foam 

under her armpit and 

snatching up the bow as she 

stood. She crossed to her sister 

in long, running steps, nestled 

the loop of the energy shield 

back into its casing on the 

scooter, and laid down next to 

Maria. 

“This is going to sting like 

a bitch, but it’s safe,” she 

assured her. She didn’t give 

Maria time to protest. She 

forced the tear in her sister’s 

jacket open with her fingers 

and stuck the nozzle of the can 

into the gap. And sprayed. 

Maria screamed in pain. 

But only briefly. She bit down 

on her lip and whimpered as 

Beja pulled the can away.  

Beja curled on her side to 

inspect her field triage. The 

foam had filled the wound and 

was already setting, a fluffy 

white scar against Maria’s 

honey skin. But the wound 

was only half the problem. If 

she left Maria’s skin to the 

elements it would slowly burn 

and boil. 
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“Are you okay?” Beja 

whispered. 

Maria nodded, her teeth 

still gripping her lip and her 

eyes bright with tears beneath 

her goggles. 

“Can you stand?” 

Maria nodded again and 

Beja slipped the shield ring 

back onto her finger. She 

brought the shield up with 

them, using her other arm to 

brace Maria. When she was 

sure her little sister could 

stand on her own, she bent and 

retrieved the bow and laser 

rifle, pressing the latter into 

Maria’s hands.  

“Come on,” she whispered 

again.  

They stopped at the cart to 

find a scarf to wrap around 

Maria’s tattered jacket, then 

trekked, slowly and single file 

behind the shield to the sedan.  

Beja’s heart hammered in her 

chest as she led the way. 

She’d killed before; this 

wasn’t her first dead body. 

That wasn’t what had her 

heart thumping. It was the 

unknown of the man’s 

companion. He was either 

crouched behind the vehicle – 

or he wasn’t.  

The pistol lay a few feet in 

front of the man and Beja 

moved it with her foot back to 

Maria. She was proud when 

the girl bent to retrieve it 

without being told. Maybe 

they would make a good team. 

With some training. 

She assessed the situation 

as she approached, her eyes 

narrowed through her goggles. 

The man on the ground was 

breathing. Shallowly. But he 

was still breathing. He was 

older, maybe twenty-five, 

maybe thirty. It was hard to 

say with his face covered. His 

hair was not twisted with 

fingerbones as she had always 

imagined a Maverick’s would 

be. She pulled down his 

bandanna. No tribal tattoos. 

Not a Maverick. Too thin. A 

scavenger then. 

She side-stepped the body 

to approach the trunk of the 

sedan. She was aware that 

Maria was breathing hard and 

fast behind her, her free hand 

pressed to her mouth, her eyes 

glued to the blood that spread 

out from the two small burn 

holes in the man’s chest. Beja 

smiled grimly. Her sister was 

terrified, but she was proud. 

She’d nearly hit the heart. Not 

bad for a blind shot.  

She sucked in a breath to 

steady herself, wiping the grin 

from her face. The moment of 

truth. Drawing the bow with 

her right hand and holding it 

with the left, she stepped 

around the end of the car. 

A teenage boy crouched 

there, no older than Maria, his 

arms bent over his head. She 

nudged the hands away with 

her foot and he peeked up at 

her with wide, terrified eyes. 

His scarf had fallen away from 

his face. Darker skin and 

prominent cheekbones. Native 

American ancestry perhaps. 

And smooth cheeks. He bore 

no “M” on his face, nothing to 

identify him with the 

bloodthirsty Mavericks. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

“What tribe do you identify 

with?” 

“No tribe,” the boy 

stammered. “Well, my mother 

was Comanche.” His eyes 

widened and he swallowed, 

barely getting the words out. 

“You’re C.C.” 

She nodded shortly, 

tapping the crimson double 

C’s on her own cheek. And 

pulled up the words from the 

code of ethics that had been 

drilled into her. 

“If you don’t have a tribe, 

I’m to offer you membership 

in ours.” She smiled proudly. 

This was what set them apart 

from the other tribes. They 

didn’t just kill blindly. Their 

elders allowed their ranks to 

grow by recruitment. “It’s a 

hard life. You’ll be a thrall for 

the first ten years.” She 

shrugged. Her thrall, if she 

wanted. “But it’s a life.” 

The boy swallowed again, 

his mouth working.  

“But you’re C.C.,” he 

stammered. “I don’t want to 

be a –" 

She trailed the bow on him 

and said, “Your choice.” 

He threw his arms above 

his head again, ducking 

beneath them, and screamed, 

“Wait! Wait!!” 

She lowered the bow. It 

was funny how often people 

changed their minds when 

faced with life or death. 

“Watch him,” she told 

Maria, and was pleased once 

again at how menacing her 

sister managed to look despite 

the blood she’d lost. 
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She turned her attention 

back to the dying man. He 

wouldn’t be given a choice; he 

was already breathing his last. 

Best to speed him on his way. 

Besides, he’d made Maria cry. 

Messed up her makeup. She 

pulled the curved hunting 

knife from the sheath on her 

tailbone and slit the man’s 

throat, clean and simple, 

leaving him to bleed out. The 

boy moaned and she glanced 

up at him. 

“What’s your name?” she 

asked. She sliced through the 

man’s shirt and into his belly, 

pulling him onto his side to 

allow his guts to spill out. 

“Kyndal,” he managed 

through chattering teeth, his 

face buried beneath his arms. 

“And you’re Comanche?” 

“Half.” 

“Do you know how to 

make fry bread?” 

The boy shook his head 

adamantly, his skinny arms 

flailing wildly. 

“Pity,” she said, turning 

her attention back to the other 

man’s intestines, yanking 

them out and neatly slicing 

them off. 

“I’ll learn, maybe,” 

Kyndal gulped, obviously 

thinking he was next if he 

didn’t have anything to offer. 

Maria wavered next to him, 

her skin pale and her hand 

pressed against her mouth. 

“Check their bags,” Beja 

ordered. Best to get her 

sister’s eyes off her grisly 

work. The stomach and lungs 

were next and quite often the 

smell was enough to make her 

want to vomit, despite her 

experience. 

Maria nodded gratefully 

and bent to rummage through 

the two knapsacks hidden 

behind the sedan. She popped 

up suddenly, waving a book in 

her hand. 

“Look, Bee! A recipe 

book!” 

Beja stood to examine the 

find, wiping her hands on the 

man’s discarded bandanna. 

Beth’s Best Barbeque Book. 

She peered over Maria’s 

shoulder as the girl sifted 

through the pages, Kyndal 

forgotten. The boy wasn’t 

going anywhere. There was 

nowhere to go. You had an 

alliance in this cold, hard 

world. Or you died. 

Beja eyed the pictures in 

the book, licking her lips, then 

eyed the body of the man 

stretched out on the ground. 

 “Let’s get him on the 

cart,” she ordered. “Maria, 

bring their bags. And ditch 

yours. I’m not riding with that 

bloody target on my back 

anymore.” She glared down at 

Kyndal, hefting her bow 

again. “You. Help me with 

him.” 

The boy swallowed hard, 

standing on shaking legs. 

Good. He was obedient. And if 

he wasn’t, there was always 

room for one more on the spit. 

Because for the Cannibal 

Cuisinartists, life was hard. 

But the food was good. She 

grabbed the dead man’s hands, 

nodding her head at Kyndal 

for him to grab the legs. Food 

brought in from the field was 

worth seventy-five credits. 

And bragging rights. Maybe 

Maria’s first day of school 

wasn’t completely ruined. 

And the enchiladas had 

survived for Culture Day. She 

smiled. As long as they didn’t 

run into any Mavericks – and 

honestly the noise they had 

made should have already 

attracted them – it was going 

to be a holiday to remember.
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Where were you in your writing journey at the beginning of the year?  

At the beginning of the year, I 

had just started the re-write for 

Timeless, a novel I plan to 

publish in 2021, and I was 

fighting with fourteen-hour days 

at work. 

At the beginning of the year, I 

was not planning on writing. I 

loved writing and missed it, 

then I got inspired. 

At the end of 2019, I had 

successfully helped one of my 

anthology books reach the goal 

of being a #1 Amazon Best 

Seller. I also received several 

awards for my leadership and 

artistic contributions from 

Balance of Seven, the publisher 

of the anthology, for my work in 

their Dragons anthologies. I 

went into 2020 with the hopes 

of my other project, Darkness 

Rising, becoming a USA Today 

Best Seller. I'm happy to say we 

achieved the USA Today Best 

Seller goal in April, 2020! 

Standing here, at the end of the year, what would you say were your biggest challenges,  

and how did you overcome them? 

My biggest writing challenge 

was not feeling guilty when I 

chose to set aside some of my 

newly available free time to 

write. Part of getting over that 

involved support from my 

husband, part of it involved me 

actually doing some writing and 

seeing it not lower our income. 

My biggest writing challenges 

have been a writer’s block from 

hell. I am now finding work to 

be troublesome. Oh and sleep-- 

the fact of needing sleep is a 

huge distraction. 

My biggest challenge so far has 

been adjusting my publishing 

and selling strategies due to 

COVID-19. I had many exciting 

opportunities lined up for in-

person events, which sadly went 

awry. Luckily, some of the 

opportunities moved to an 

online venue, and I was able to 

interact with fans from a safe 

distance. It's a little nerve 

wracking to do videos and zoom 

meetings, but I overcame my 

fear and did as many as I was 

offered! 

Year in Review 
By Leo Otherland 
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Standing here, at the end of the year, what would you say were your largest accomplishments,  

and how did you reach them? 

I finished my second draft of 

Timeless, and I started Addiction 

which is another book set in that 

world. Accomplishing them 

took many late nights talking 

over my shoulder to my 

husband, as he played on 

Facebook, in order to make sure 

that I could work out my writing 

problems. 

I'm currently standing at over 

17,000 words and I started this 

story on August 7. 

Hands down the USA Today 

Best Seller title is my biggest 

accomplishment for 2020. We 

had to come up with a lot of 

creative pushes due to the 

pandemic and loss of in-person 

events, but as a team, the other 

authors and I claimed success. 

After looking back and comparing where you were to where you are now, what is your biggest take, 

and what advice would you give someone starting out where you were? 

Make sure that you are making 

time for your writing. Even if 

you and your loved ones have to 

do separate things in the same 

room as a way to spend time 

together, you must take some 

time to put your writing first. 

On that same page, however, 

you also need to make sure that 

you are taking time for yourself, 

as well. There were times when 

I stepped away from my books 

entirely for a week or so. 

Make the time, get the scenes 

write, or right. 

Don't compare yourself to me or 

where I was. My journey started 

a long time ago, and I've 

climbed a big chunk of this 

mountain I'm standing on over 

the last 20 years. Do write and 

read books. Do find groups that 

support you. Do study your 

craft. Don't be afraid to get your 

words on paper. Editing can fix 

anything… and even if what 

you wrote totally sucks… who 

is going to know but you? You 

can always use a rough, rough 

draft to inspire the book you 

dream about. Over 15 years ago, 

I wrote the first book in my first 

fantasy series. I love those 

characters. But after a lot of 

time writing, reading, and taking 

classes on craft, I've 

evolved. Even my own long 

time editor said my writing has 

changed for the better. Now, I'm 

re-writing the whole story into 

the epic I felt it could be. 

Nothing worthwhile happens 

overnight. 
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Aaron has always been quiet 

about his past. His claims of 

stepping foot in Arthur's tomb 
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quite ridiculous. He never 

wanted to be a writer. He 

wanted to be a lumberjack, but 

he is a klutz and the thought of 

hobbling around on a peg leg 

didn't suit him. For more crazy 

stories and crazier characters 
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she's not busy with taking care of 

her family, binge watching 

Netflix, or making fantasy art, 

she is at her computer weaving 

myths and magic featuring 

women of grit and steel. 

You can find her and all her 
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