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 What an absolute delight it has been to spend this semester with you. You have all created such stunning 

 pieces of fiction and I thank you for your willingness to take every challenge I sent your way, and bring 

 new ideas, voices, and concepts into the world! 

 It was my honor to teach you all and to witness your growth as writers. 

 Yours, 

 Katie M. Zeigler 



 Poetry 

 Stay Kind 
 by Natalia Batiz-Blanco 

 The bathroom is a facade. 

 Singing in the shower is fake. 

 Dancing in your underwear is false: 

 Everything you see is a face. 

 What the mirror sees is typical, 

 the pain is blurred but true. 

 When everything is trivial 

 and the teardrops, telling too. 

 When all that matters isn't real 

 and the reality you know too rough, 

 from the hurt is born a rage 

 because you’ve had enough. 

 And though that agony senseless eats 

 at you relentlessly and rationale beyond your reach; 

 even if you beg to lose your mind 

 please, at least to your body, stay kind. 

 The sweet release of death you crave 

 and to all others scars you cave 

 into their souls, and spirits, and hope. 

 The blade is not a way to cope. 



 The Left-Footed Ghost 
 by Natalia Batiz-Blanco 

 Floating quietly in corners unseen 

 twirling in the soft breeze, 

 searching for something to never be reached. 

 Silenced forever, solemn 

 the unwilling truth of absence. 

 The costumes spirited, the colors spinning. 

 Flamboyant music allegre and lively filled with 

 life and spirit the dancers are taking 

 All eyes with them and they glimmer on 

 stage animated in each step. 

 What happened to the soul you used to be? 

 The end 

 is the end of the music with uproarious applause 

 Rain, each drop shattering shards of glass 

 on the floor, inside from its tears. 

 Of the audience passion is moved the ghost is too, 

 as the curtains fall and there is a gust, 

 barely a trifle really, but it’s enough. 

 My pretty ghost, where’d you go? 

 After living there is no life. 

 In death, there is no dance. 



 Lead 
 by Trey Benham 

 The walls wavered and the candle flickered. The sun went out and the taste in my mouth became 

 bitter. And then there was the wind, leaving me nothing left to say. And then there was your voice, 

 that blew upon deaf ears that day. They let you into their house, an invitation to cut your head off 

 and watch it sink into the river. After all, there's lots of fish in that water, but they all saw your head 

 shiver. Don't tremble, there's plenty of fish left in the sea. There's plenty of fish in business suits. 

 There's plenty of fish in hospital rooms. Who then steal your money and lose it 

 To the gambling groups. On second thought, keep your head, it's the only thing keeping you from 

 bad influences. Just cross that river instead, and meet the part of you that you neglected. Then give 

 up your dreams, they were as empty as your head, you never needed them, they sank like lead. To 

 die, to dream, to hope, and then to live is all you have left. Then remember to take your medicine, 

 make sure you don't make a scene. We're moving out now, I hope your parents like me. I hope 

 they're not too mean... 

 Stockholm Syndrome 
 by Trey Benham 

 -n away when confronted with our reality. 
 The reality that says all is ugly and nothing will ever get any better 
 These ideas gave us our identities 
 And gave us those quiet days where not a word was spoken about December 
 I lost something to that silence 
 And when I found myself again I was digging into that barren soil, looking for that peace of mind that I 
 fear I had lost 
 But all I could find was the violence 
 And the memories that bled black like the blight of frost. 
 And I gained nothing from digging too deep within my mind 
 My shoes are now dirty and my pants are now fucked 
 I would tell you not to worry, that this happens all the time 
 It just seems that only now my charm has worn off and I am shit out of luck 
 My memories turn to daggers and pierce through your spine 
 All of my pain dug up in its totality 
 And your worldview becomes bitter and black as did mine 
 And my abuse becomes yours, even though we kept reminding ourselves of our morality, 
 We ra- 



 Family Room 
 by Vince Justin Domingo 

 The family room is lively 
 Not often, but now it sure is timely 
 It feels like life is a mess 
 But being in this room with my family 
 It puts my mind at rest. 
 There are days where we argue 
 Like a wave, at times calm, other times wild. 
 But there are also days like today 
 Where we laugh with one another. 
 The family room is lively. 

 The Year of the Dragon 
 by Vince Justin Domingo 

 I witnessed the elegant dancers, 
 I was mesmerized by their movements. 
 Trying to reenact it as they were dancing. 
 Wishing to perhaps one day to be like them. 
 Like a dragon, their movements were fierce. 
 Yet their movements were not sloppy. 
 From the sea of dragons  all you heard were roars. 
 The dancers were confident as dragons are. 
 With their synchronized movements, 
 They were the best dancers I have seen by far. 
 Power, each move they made was powerful. 
 It's as if their dance moves were speaking to you. 
 Like they were letting out  fire. 
 Now dancing is something that I desire 
 Watching them I was inspired 
 Like a dragon it lit a fire. 



 Then, Invitation, Water 
 by Delaney Donathan 

 Today, I decided to return to the landlocked pond residing next to the remnants of my family's holy tree. 

 Next week, the wedding of my older sister and our old neighbor is set to take place, and over the 

 emotionless calligraphy, I wanted to scribble: ‘’If I could ascend redwood trees as a child, then I could 

 traverse the barren liquids of the Atlantic. If I could endear the battle wounds of unsought branches, then 

 I can endear the ragged poisoning of the sea. If I could carve my childhood friend’s initials in a slab of our 

 tree, then I will race the circulation of waves to ask him to marry me. If life could reach that youthful peak, 

 then I will choose the love that I have always wanted to seek. If I had the choice to invite anyone to revisit 

 those rusted, natural shims, then it would be him. This tree could be what revitalizes my youth, but it will 

 take decades for it to spur the truth, then due to the confinements of the here and now, I guess my 

 sabotage is doomed. '' 

 The Dragon and the Sailors 
 by Delaney Donathan 

 According to the surviving sailors: 

 The key to salvation is to overturn fire with water, 

 And so in a scene of putrid damage, 

 The ideal escape flooded in like the ocean, 

 In the pursuit of a speck on a tattered map, 

 Exploration had to become a destination, 

 And result in a haven, 

 Lit by a heated intensity, 

 Only originating by the birth of a spark, 

 Not from the breath of a scaled beast. 

 According to the fiery dragon: 

 The key to salvation is to overturn humanity with fire, 

 And so in a scene of vengeance, 

 The ideal pursuit blew like a sun ray, 

 In the vision of a somber haze, 

 Vengeance had to become collective justice, 

 And result in contentment, 

 Set ablaze by a churning morality, 

 Only originating from the birth of a wrongful death, 

 Not from the innocence of a scaled beast. 



 The Troll and The Clowns 
 by Michael Ford 

 Powerful forces have consolidated power over the land of Thimbleton 

 By sowing discord among the masses to distract from barren shelves at merchant stands 

 Defeated, demoralized, Thimblites continue to scrape by on meager, heavily taxed wages 

 Savings rapidly dwindling as Thimbleton’s debt rises, leaving citizens to foot the bill 

 From the shadows, a glimmer of hope emerged which Thimblites could rally behind 

 Riding in from the bright orange sunset, a familiar charismatic comedian came to the challenge. 

 Already being known across the land, he quickly rallied a fanbase 

 The comedian’s rise did not go unnoticed by the powers that exerted strict control 

 Day by day, the deep seated powers worked to slander and discredit the comedian 

 From colluding with rival kingdoms, to disturbing the very fabric of Thimbleton society 

 The comedian relished in the attacks, cracking jokes and dancing in the sunset 

 He continued to govern in a way that continually mocked the powers in control 

 As they berated, lied, and disrespected the comedian, his results spoke for themselves 

 Record growth, employment, safety, and happiness in his province was undeniable. 

 But when disaster struck, the comedian lost his footing as a plague ravaged Thimbleton 

 This time, his jokes and wild statements would not be enough to maintain his status 

 As bodies piled up and faith was lost, the established powers regained control 

 The comedian was expelled from Thimbleton, along with the positive changes he made. 



 Surprise Party 
 by Michael Ford 

 Beams of sunshine enveloped my face through the window rousing me out of bed. The worn floorboards 

 creaked with each step as I arrived in the kitchen for some waffles. Then, a loud bang on my door 

 derailed my ordinary morning. I opened the door and took in the sight of the freshly drenched street from 

 last night’s storm. Then I noticed a small red envelope wedged beneath my welcome mat. When I 

 opened the seal, a brightly colored card greeted me. After reading it, I scurried back into the house, ate 

 my waffles, then got dressed. Then I made my way back downstairs to go to the destination written on 

 the card. In my earnestness, I nearly stepped in a huge puddle that was blocking the way to my car. I 

 backed up and made a mighty leap across the puddle then got into my car to embark on a journey to the 

 address on the card. 

 A Gentle Reminder to Clean Your Gutters Annually 
 by Sarah Gordis 

 There was a puddle outside my front door, below the spot where the gutter had worn and rusted and 

 given into the weight of rotten leaves and birds' nests. There was a puddle and my mother pulled me 

 across it, into the house, through the front door, into the dim light of the hallway that still smelled like my 

 great grandmother and her red rocking chair with the handmade bunny rabbit doll, cigarette smoke 

 stained in a shade of dead pale yellow. My mother pulled me in, cell phone in hand, text message in tow, 

 a blank expectation of grace, unspoken across our shifting continents, "come here!" and be sure to stay. 

 But then came the shockwaves, vibrations through my toes to my face to the mold and rust that sits in a 

 puddle like the emperor’s clothes, the puddle outside the door, in a show of gratitude and generosity, 

 and you thought you could ignore this forever and stay the same and plague us all the same? Then why 

 stay? Then why come? Then why pretend this way, this awful creeping way, this spine-tingling, 

 web-weaving, pin-pricking way? So I’m expected to know what I am to know and not to know what I’m 

 not to know and ignore all the same the truth of the matter and the puddle outside the door sits as a 

 reminder that all’s not well and the gold rush ended as soon as it began: 49 forever, and the day my 

 mother turned forty she was mad that I called so I don’t know what to know, just that I can’t know you. 



 A Vale of Cashmere/Prospect Park/2008 
 by Sarah Gordis 

 When my mother died I held a funeral 
 All to myself 
 In the most secret part of the park I knew. 

 In my bag I had a purple plastic shovel 
 That I once used to dig at the beach (Coney Island/Gulf Coast/Once Upon a Time Family Vacation) 
 A piece of binder paper to mark her gravesite 
 And the dead-batteried Build-A-Bear heart she’d given me when she started to die 
 That was all I would bury. 

 Her limbs were still bending in time, in rhythm, out of order 
 Can you see her through the torrents? 
 Can you make out the lively/unalive/undead shape– 
 Hers, and not mine? 
 Her veins still carried the living blood I came from 
 Cell begetting cell 
 And the heart I held was silent. 

 This place I first came to with her 
 Once a fountained beating heart centerpiece to Brooklyn 
 Now a pond sick with nitrogen 
 Uncharted— 
 It is a place for scavengers who walk shamelessly on hallowed ground 
 And what strange life that may come from it. 

 So in the Vale I buried her 
 Shallow grave, soon-to-be unmarked 
 Covered by willows and nested by cardinals 
 Tucked into the soil of a Vale of Cashmere 
 The home I could give myself. 

 And one day it was worth the digging up 
 I exhume the plastic heart 
 I reanimate my bunny rabbit baby 
 And I wonder if something alive, once dead, can be Godly. 



 The Ghost and the Sailors 
 by Kyle Haydon 

 The sailors toiled aimlessly 

 Under the starry sky 

 They pulled on cords 

 And rowed their oars 

 And rocked with the rhythm of the sea 

 The ghost perched like a crow 

 Atop the ship’s tall mast 

 He longingly looked on his crew 

 Until he breathed his last 

 The ghost craved to sail again 

 With his band of brave young boys 

 But he knew that it was true 

 It would bring bad luck indeed 

 And so the ghost departed this realm 

 And moved on to greener pastures 

 But his whole crew smiled and knew 

 Their captain was sailing elsewhere 



 Treasure of a Different Type 
 by Kyle Haydon 

 The man arrived at the sandy beach to continue his work 

 On his shoulder he carried a sturdy shovel to shovel up the dirt 

 Five generations earlier, or perhaps a generation more 

 His pirate captain grandfather had treasure buried on the shore 

 The man had been digging for weeks and weeks without a hint of luck 

 This broken broken boy was indeed a sorry schmuck 

 With every passing day, and every passing pile 

 This broken boy pondered the past and reminisced a while 

 When he was young he’d play in the sun all day and all night long 

 He’d prance around singing “Yo-Ho!” and other pirate songs 

 He’d duel his friends with wooden swords and imagine pirate stories 

 And the Pretend allowed these boys to forget their worries 

 But boyhood leaves and people leave and all his friends were gone 

 So the broken boy turned broken man dug straight from dusk to dawn 

 Perhaps he was looking for pirate treasure, or perhaps a different type 

 Because treasure’s not weighed in gold, but in the happiness of your life 



 The Ghosts and the Bakers 
 by Ian Jenny 

 Rows and rows and rows of eggs 
 ticking down the Time. 

 And all throughout that busy kitchen 
 puffs of flour cloud the air: 

 powder-white, They float above. 
 Eyes that are not eyes 
 —that knew this kitchen well— 

 watch rising cakes and falling knives 
 and cracking eggs 

 and palpating dough and Bakers 
 bustling to and fro. 

 And that ticking!—they have to know 
 their timers are about to go 

 Yet still they bustle to and fro. 

 an ending 
 by Ian Jenny 

 hear the creek and hear the creak of the bridge as she drifts over the wood into the pink skies. and see 

 her eyes shine out over the marina, and drink the smooth sap of the liquid sun. then look down at her 

 cheeks, look at the pink as she takes cold fingers in her own cold fingers and thumbs over the soft ridges 

 there. and when she nestles into them for the first time, sinking her face into their sweater-clad shoulder, 

 see her triumph then. see her triumph as she conquers the buzzing and the bouncing and asks them the 

 question, the invitation she’s been preparing since the sun slept behind december clouds. and watch 

 them withdraw as they look into watery brown irises and say nothing and then look away. they know all 

 the color will drain soon. and then, while it is silent, close your eyes and feel the hopes intertwining 

 amidst humid summer air. then re-open your eyes and see their lips part and see the surge of their 

 answer. and then, 



 The Morning After 
 by Jessica Kilburn 

 The bedroom is serene, 

 No lingering signs of turmoil, 

 The calm after the storm. 

 The sun is promising, 

 They lay head to chest, 

 Neither of them say a word. 

 The night was tempestuous, 

 They inwardly reflect, 

 On what needs to be restored. 

 The day is sanguine 

 Then When You Called 
 by Jessica Kilburn 

 Then when you called, all you had to say was “come”. I’d fly hours upon hours over land and sea. You 
 called often then, the distance between us too great for you to bear. Quietly, without turbulence, the days 
 became weeks became months. And with each passing minute without an invitation from you, my heart 
 endured an infinite number of cracks. Each one a tiny mark for a measurement of time without you. I 
 spent many lonely hours with my eyes closed then. Picturing myself slowly rising from the worn-in spot on 
 our sheets and floating up through the ceiling until I reached the sky. Flying briefly over the dense, rich 
 browns and earthly greens of land, and then the sea. The closer I got to your shore, the more merciless 
 the water grew. From the brilliant azure waves winking in the sun, to the angry, gray waves of a roiling 
 storm. I could never reach you. Not in my mind’s eye or in your heart anymore. I knew I’d lost you then. 



 The Dragon and the Farmers 
 by Victoria Lopez 

 Heavy in the darkness the dragon sleeps 

 Only to be awake when the lambs cheep 

 Trailing and trolling in midnights dusk, it sneaks for a peek 

 The farmers powdered, bleak land, too frail for a beak 

 It shadows behind withered wintered sheds 

 Tis is the moment for the dragon to be fed. 

 Trotting and crunching white snow to the sheep’s end 

 Until a group of farmers widely abrupted and the flock fled. 

 “Who’s there and show your face?!” The farmers belched out loud 

 “I won’t spare your body and put you in a shroud!” 

 The dragon fiercely whips and wails viciously for no remorse 

 With its piercing red eyes, the farmers frantically abort 

 All but one stayed to see the dragon 

 A fearless young soul who observed behind a burro’s wagon. 

 “How can this be a mythical creature in present sight.” 

 “This can't be real, should I incite? 

 “Yes! I shall protect the land my family bears to keep” 

 “I will fight in the name of honor, for this dragon will weep!” 

 He charged and racketed fainting almost to demise 

 But the wilted willow dragon took off in surprise. 

 Its stretched turbulent wings faded in the lunar’s loneliness. 

 The young farmer who gleamed in the midnight’s emptiness 

 A claw breached barned that glistened like jade rivers 

 The triumphed tactic brandishes a boasting relic to the farmers. 



 Sandcastle 
 by Victoria Lopez 

 Sand chisel architect is not one to miss 

 One that rises between the horizon and nebulous mist 

 Sand mold outlines the crest of each turret 

 The curtain wall and moat tranquilizing the wet trench 

 Sand digs deep dive no more than a hole deep 

 Thick water washing ashore the island seep 

 Sand necks jitter walls that flicker grains 

 Dig some more gluing granular patches 

 Sand waves turn into high tides that roar and rip 

 Nervously clutch and thrust to sway it from wrecking 

 Sandcastle of the North demolished by nature nurturing 

 I stare in despair to leave the great sandcastle I ever built. 

 Then a look far left. An empty dune near the mossy trail 

 Refurnish a new one by the log. A steady foundation 

 And some shells left over to use for windows. 

 Start to dig and dig until finally, 

 I got up. And walked down the aisle after commencement, 

 And yelled, "Grandma, I did it!" 



 The Sea 
 by Elk Nothmann 

 If the sea isn't made of glass Then why does it cut. It cuts the skin of the young one who is too childlike to 

 understand its tricks. It twists and carves and plays with the flesh as if it's something that is owned by it. A 

 child watches and holds for its invitation of safety but it doesn't happen. The glass is not forgiving, it's 

 cruel and Unmerciful and then it's silent. the glass is silent, it's quiet but carved with sharp edges like the 

 stones at the bottom. it harms rather than heals,  it carves rather than bars people from the pain. But it 

 can be kind, it can be kinder than its mountainous  Brethren. It's kind in the way it holds something so 

 carefully and the water is still like a rose in a jar floating forever Frozen in Time. does the sand at the 

 bottom trickle like the grains of the world as it passes by constantly fixing and rearranging the shape of 

 what we call home. However I think we forget that glass was once soft once pliable once used to shape 

 the dreams of many.  It's a tool used to create things of beauty but also of  Gore. If used to make bowls, 

 plates, windows and works of art that no one else in the world could even comprehend. but it is still glass 

 it still harms rather than heals. The child will always go back to the water, for its false song of safety, its 

 invitation of harm, because harm is addictive, it is given to many and received by all. But does that mean 

 those who yearn for the pain deserve no compassion instead of the love they hope for. And one day the 

 child will cross instead of going back and then that's the end. It's the end of one's love and one's hope. 

 It's the screaming silence and then the pain and then nothing. The holy nothingness because the nothing 

 is always there hoping and waiting and always there for comfort. 

 Memory dig 
 by Elk Nothmann 

 She digs. She digs, she digs, she digs until a clatter. There it is. A round metal door. Used for the bunkers 

 of war. It's rusty, flaking off like tree bark from an explosion. She debates as if she's a philosopher 

 pondering the world's unknowns, for there is everything in there. A labyrinthine of the beasts of Greece 

 but memories like Rome. She knows something is in there. A monster. What kind she can only let her 

 mind create. And so she opens the bunker door. Nothing. Uneventful. Nothing shoots or screams, it's just 

 a rusty ladder down. Down and down and down and down. She's hesitant but knows she must go down 

 the rabbithole. She takes it rung by rung the rust digging into her skin like the pins that carve sweet 

 nothings. And the rungs stop and she falls down as if she is falling into the mouth of Charybdis. But she 

 smacks and cracks against the shelves and there it is. A librarian labyrinth of glowing books. Each a 

 selective memory of chance, love, hate, and pain. No one glows like the jellyfish of the deep but of similar 

 magic. A single book a magical hue no other can replicate. She reaches up grasping at one at random 

 and when she falls she sees the pain and flashes of death, the blood and the gray flaky husks of flesh. She 

 slams it close how some do to the ones they love. When they step out of line by turning back like 

 Orpheus. She shakes like a newborn calf still innocent to the world of sacrifice to Apollo. She carries on 



 thinking she is Theseus not knowing her fate is one Patroclus. She ventures on dropping books like a 

 spool of golden thread unknowingly leading the beast of weaving to her. She passes through the 

 conscious of glass raindrops over a paper sea holding the depiction of memories she cannot face until 

 she's there. The lyre of gold. It sits waiting. For someone. A tune of sorrow underneath. So she walks as if 

 one wrong step will send her tumbling down like Circe. She reaches unnerved. And strums. Then a flash. 

 Longing 
 by Angel Raie 

 The bedroom is longing. 

 I could not have foreseen how lonely, 

 bittersweet .  .  . 

 these dawns paintbrushed in orange could be. 

 Everytime I walk into this room, I 

 I lie on the bed, and simply long. Yearn. 

 For Past and future, 

 On good days my present. 

 And for companionship, 

 And for lost companionships. 

 To relive the memories, 

 Of keepsake relics I hold here 

 To wish that Earth's sun may forever cascade, 

 Onto those keepsakes; and the mirror wall. 

 The room itself is almost a mirror wall; 

 It reflects, quite simply, 

 What I have rendered unto caesar, 

 What I have pondered, what I have gained. 

 I have longed enough. 

 Tis time I live anew 

 One brush stroke at a time. 

 Longing.. 



 Midnight Matters 
 by Angel Raie 

 So…    Here we are. 

 The 12 on the clock is gripped almost 
 violently by its hour hand tonight. 

 All the other street lamps- out; just like that 
 cigarette you just squashed to the black onyx 
 asphalt under your black leather boot 
 matching that fierce-red wavy dress. 

 Glare at me with such a quiet look not; That 
 glare is far more icy than the breeze crawling 
 past my leather jacket I wear and thought to 
 keep me warm. 

 And for god’s sake, stop withdrawing your moonlight 
 shaded hands behind your back. I know you usually cross your arms in an 
 attempt to border your mind from this earth. 

 (...We both have desires to speak softly but, 
 her silence, is deafening me.) 

 ...But your silence is roaring volumes in their 
 Entirety. You spoke softer than I could ever 
 hope to; saying that you wanted to speak to 
 me. 

 So… Will you just spill your words for me, or 
 forever hold your pieces from your shattered 
 indecision of words? 

 (Although it is painful for both of them, time 
 has become frostbitten by the night’s chilling fangs of wind, which are sharpened by her 
 eternal silence. 

 The broken watch on the street simply 
 refuses to release the midnight hour from its 
 hour hand, with that forceful, near choking 
 grip, creating a permanent, everlasting, night, 
 almost like a vision caught in a photo.) 



 The Unicorn and the Baker 
 by Jennafer Rippee 

 In forest dark and moonlight bright 

 A unicorn with coat of light 

 and horn of magic came one day to cast its shadow among the way 

 Of the lodge of the Baker man 

 Upon his wooden baker’s bowl 

 through open window, deep porthole– 

 the Horn of brilliance came that eve to touch his dough and wondrously weave 

 A confectionary delight! 

 Morning alights! The baker descends– 

 The bowl and platters now portend 

 Of dainty pastries, airily sweet, with rich cream fillings of such a treat 

 That his low mouth had never known 

 What could this be? What trickery 

 had brought these forth, he could not see– 

 But presently to window pane– he spied a sparkling smudge remained 

 Of mysterious company. 

 The hour rang, the baker planned, 

 “The time for selling is at hand!” 

 And hastily he opened shop, with treats aplenty on each shelf 

 As the villagers came amazed 

 Every delicate delightful cake 

 Made its journey out the gate 

 And the baker wondered hourly how all of this could ever be– 

 As the dusk now darkened the sky 

 Strange and curious, beautiful beast 

 Again neared close to the window feast 

 But upon his neck and on his mane the baker’s rope of capture claimed– 

 “Aha!” his cruel heart exclaimed! 



 “Magical pastries now I’ll command– 

 This horn from you I must demand! 

 My riches will grow and my fame will increase, if only this magic will never to cease!” 

 And he reached for his mortal saw. 

 But with his haste and humankind 

 He failed to pause and bear in mind. 

 With dismembered white and spiraled horn, he mixed his dough and was forlorn– 

 The magical spell had been spent! 

 In vain he stirred and filled his pans, 

 Oven’s blessings now turned bland 

 His customers were woebegone and wanted more of what was gone– 

 Of the dough of the unicorn. 

 Weary baker, closed his shop– 

 Spying ghostly shadows stopped. 

 Crouched among the damp cool grass, and watched a hornless vision pass– 

 His heart in his breath held tight. 

 In forest dark and moonlight bright, 

 With ashen coat and sallow sight– 

 The unicorn, with darkened plight, now breathed his last beneath starlight. 

 And mourns the heart of the Baker man. 



 On Borrowed Wings 
 by Jennafer Rippee 

 “Do you want to go out in the boat in the morning?” It was a ritual between father and child– a moment 

 repeated and reborn like spring tulips’ slumber, then radiant rebirth.   A perennial journey to this ancient 

 lake’s waters– awakening the dried up parts of me as the first beam of July’s golden gleam breaks through 

 the shadows of the towering pines.  For then was the appointment set– and for this fresh moment the 

 birds chirped and ducklings scattered across sleeping waters.  Then did our hushed voices join nature’s 

 early chattering as we closed the cabin door behind us– taking each creaking step across old deck boards 

 that recalled tales to us.  We descended to the awaiting dock– extending itself out so we could walk on 

 water and fly away on borrowed wings. Only then my senses woke to breathe in woodsy mountain 

 air––this changeless world that comforted me like grandma’s unfailing home.  The tree-lined shores cast 

 their beauty down on us as we kicked off our sandals and awkwardly boarded the aging family boat– 

 checking our watches to count down the minutes till takeoff.  Creeping along glassy waters, noxious 

 fumes wafted up and around us with a nostalgic comforting embrace– our foreign vessel cutting the 

 surface with ripples that danced outward like emerald silken folds.  A winged chorus, enjoying their last 

 privileges, sang to us the hopes of the day as we joined them in open air.  Then our moment arrived.  We 

 sat like astronauts in the rumbling stillness– ready as the world held its breath. My fingers gripped on 

 leather seats– my face smiling out from places suspended in time. The clock struck eight! The boat 

 launched like a rocket breaking all reverie –– glorious speed and wind and freedom flying into every 

 crevice of exposed skin–––And then heart and body are being lifted up together as we flew and bounced 

 and burst forth on wings of the morning! 



 Suspension 
 by Hannah Rosen 

 pacing. then, pacing, padding, prowling, then pacing. taunting each weathered beam with tender soles 
 sculpted for tough shores. she carves heaven’s invitation, all dilated eyes and lovers’ last names and 
 valentines with lollipops taped to the back, into the cliff as she paces. then pads, prowls, then paces once 
 more before sprinting over the suspension. she does not pause to listen to the siren song of the river or 
 the treetops or the sailors that lust to drown her as she speeds from anywhere to elsewhere leaving a 
 trail of wildflower perfume in her wake. pacing, padding, prowling, then pacing her path from the bridge 
 above to the water below, waves all teeth and tongue that promise to swallow her whole. then, without 
 warning or waiting or even the cracking of the sand, she slips into the tide and sleeps. 

 Unspoken Expectations 
 by Hannah Rosen 

 I am still diving for the long-lost powerpuff girl. 

 pruning away the sand embedded in my cuticles 

 as I rake the earth for her grave 

 which, according to my calculations 

 of the force with which a six-year-old can blindly hurl 

 a plastic idol into an expanse of undulating green, must lie 

 somewhere between 

 the patch where the tide has been panned raw of its riches, 

 and 

 the path where the Bubbles float free to the surface, gasping into silence. 

 when I was little they called me Blossom. 

 colour-coded crayons and painstakingly polished pencils 

 could be considered a superpower 

 but the professor made a mistake with my proportions. 

 chemical x grinds away at the neurons firing 

 pathways towards a perfect that I can never be 

 and I am still diving for Buttercup. 



 untumbled edges where rock chips away at expectation 

 anger evaporates into breaths of sensitive steam 

 and the gem cuts even softer 

 unpolished. 

 The Trolls and the Bakers 
 by Gretchen Scott 

 The ancient wooden bridge is full from the night’s long seep 

 Its creaking muffled, not waking those sleeping below 

 As the bundled bakers arrive in the village before dawn 

 It is time again to work the flour and yeast and water 

 Heat the stoves and watch the steam, the crust, the rising loaves 

 Fill the shelves and wait for townsfolk to wake from their slumbers 

 Day breaks, and one by one the loaves leave 

 With thoughts of melting butter and jewel-like jam 

 Or the stuffing to fill the bird 

 Or the sandwich for the long journey 

 As the valley wakes for its daily bake 

 The dew in the old wooden bridge escapes in long tendrils, reaching for the sky 

 Once again the shelves are bare 

 And the less bundled bakers make their way back across the bridge 

 The trolls wait impatiently for the tell-tale squeaks of footsteps 

 And the thump to announce breakfast has arrived. 



 The Garage is Dread 
 by Gretchen Scott 

 Leaves have blown in 

 Boxes block the way 

 A confession 

 Creatures are using your cups and saucers now 

 The same ones we used together when I could barely reach. 

 I smell your roses and taste the caramels and see all of the sparkly things 

 Just there 

 It catches in my throat, that memory, memories of you. 

 Delicate, decorated porcelain 

 Simple and unceremonious. 

 Then, Invitation, Water 
 by Ashlyn Storey 

 The rain fell off my jacket in sync with the shake of my shoulders. My shirt stuck to my skin, in the cold 

 dampness of the season. Then was a thundering cloud overhead, announcing itself to the town. It gave 

 itself away too long ago. Then the hail came down with the same ferocity as my boot on the pavement. In 

 a hurry to get away? The thundering cloud must think itself so clever to scare me. Its reverberating laugh 

 quickened my pace. Long stride over puddle, over puddle again. Then the crack. The boom and flash of 

 the lightning ought to scare even the thundering cloud away. Then my strides grew longer when the 

 cloud’s laughter grew closer. Crack. Then another booming thunder. Then crack once more. When will I 

 see a blue sky again? I wish for the warm rays to wrap me in their embrace. Take me in. Bathe me. I am 

 only shoved away from my wishes by the strong hands of the wind. I reach out for the sun’s sweet 

 promise, but my fingertips fail to grasp it. The cold has invited itself into my hands, and taken the feelings 

 from my fingers. It creeps over my nose and bites my cheeks, staining my skin crimson. At last, she 

 envelops me and steals away my senses. I am to have no one but her. 



 Into the Earth 
 by Ashlyn Storey 

 To feel the brush away 

 Fleeting and dry 

 There is no one 

 One hand 

 Palms and pats the soil 

 Caresses my cheek 

 Brushes away my hair 

 I want to lock it away 

 Keep it forever 

 Buried in my garden 

 She takes my hand 

 In hers 

 But lets go 

 Waves goodbye 

 If I hadn’t buried it? 

 What I wish I had done 

 To unearth her 

 To give to her a new life 

 Outside of this soil 



 The Dining Room is Grateful. 
 by Suleman Syed 

 If the walls could talk, or more specifically, smell 

 The fragrant scent permeating the room 

 Or even hear the cheerful banter 

 They never argue around the food 

 The other rooms are jealous 

 The only room with no screens 

 Its simplicity matches the function 

 However, Only used so rarely 

 Only once in a blue moon 

 The Ghost and the Bullies 
 by Suleman Syed 

 a supposed "safe" environment for learning, 

 ruined 

 darkness loomed each corner 

 the bullies- are harmless in looks but looks are not what tears him down 

 their words said, or more specifically, typed 

 cut like a dagger across her throat 

 they were relentless 

 just an innocent girl 

 she could not control how she looked or who she loved 

 but they did not care 

 soon the words became too much to bear 

 the dagger became real 

 she took her own life 

 and then the halls becomes eerie 

 everyone cowering in shame 

 a ghost among the crowd 



 Him and the archer 
 by Josh Tompkins-Nutt 

 The archer stood. Then, he gazed at His target. A difficult shot. No, an impossible shot.  That had never 

 stopped Him before. Then, He placed his fingers on the string. Two above the arrow, one below. It’s all 

 down to this. This shot would change their life. No, it would change their world. Many worlds. Then, he 

 breathed. Twice in, once out. Then, He pulled the string and he felt the bow bend. He checked his aim 

 twice, then once more. Finally, in an instant, in a single swift motion, He released. The arrow sailed 

 through the gray weeping sky, across the water. Across the battlefield. The shaft was a star, a brilliant bolt 

 of light. No, it was an invitation. Their invitation. Then, he knew. He had hit the mark. 

 Creativity 
 by Josh Tompkins-Nutt 

 The sun was high 
 as Theo struck the baked earth. 
 Today’s digging was slow. 
 Not like yesterday. 

 He paused his job 
 and searched through the pile. 
 Maybe something would give him 
 a clue where to look. 

 It wasn’t much. 
 but there were a few treasures. 
 Like the red bird they saw 
 while returning from work. 

 When they bought that massive painting 
 for 50% off 
 They’d removed the tag 
 and pretended it was full price. 

 The time Michelle’s glasses 
 were lost forever 
 Then they found them in 2 minutes. 
 That 3  rd  grade report. 

 The song from that movie. 
 The line from that book. 
 They should read that book to the kids. 
 (Well maybe not the scary bits.) 



 The minor concussion 
 the oak table caused. 
 The head of lettuce 
 now a gooey ball in the fridge. 

 Theo looked at these things. 
 Held each in front of the sun. 
 They were a little scuffed and dented 
 but they’d do alright. 

 He put down his shovel 
 (at least for today), 
 took a sip from his thermos, 
 and pivoted east. 

 Theo walked to the workshop 
 with the memories in hand. 
 “This will be more than enough,” 
 he decided. 

 The Bedroom is Melancholy 
 by Xavier Velazco 

 The kitchen is pumped 

 Each smell of red brightens your being to a new summer. 

 Springs of yellow burst to cheer and glory. 

 Orange tang stops short of breathtaking. 

 Each spice tips the scales, 

 welcoming a new flavor. 

 Popping and bounding with excitement. 

 How can the heart resist? 

 Familiar warmth bubbles at your center, 

 and seeps back into your deepest roots. 

 When your lips depart, it expels, 

 circling high by your skyward soul, 

 a message from your heart ablaze. 



 Then, Invitation, Water 
 by Xavier Velazco 

 With the only hope of direction lying between shivering sails, hardly holding ground under the scorn of 

 the wind, fate seemed to have no use for the souls left aboard. All below have grudged up to starboard, 

 witnessing true chaos as nature has taken its form. The ship crawls, tossing its subject to the melting pot. 

 Their limp carriages screech and dance from each of several walls. It then climbs beyond the highest 

 peak, removing all weight from those aboard before clasping hands with the tumbling waters. All but the 

 captain pleaded. His eyes have not left from the harbor in which they came. That was then, when his 

 world was just a fleeting memory. A wall of ice slaps toward the right, laid straight. First distant, then 

 given form with an audience. A scratch of pure light nails beyond in the distance, as the wrath chomps 

 with bearing teeth. All mates freeze, eyes locked 6 feet above where Captain’s hat is to gift another to 

 lead. Then, with a scorn of distaste, Captain’s hands bite harder on solid wood of one starboard steering 

 wheel, and blasts up from beneath his image. His stance widens, his shoes now doused and salted fresh 

 by the waters. His spirit gives life, and his time has not yet come. As within his cloak lies the message, the 

 severed hope that an angel, perfectly curious, has received his call. His worth has not yet become 

 realized, as there is good to him which nature cannot take away. For it is what she has given, and it is 

 what he will pass between wise lips to a new generation. For if not him, then who? 

 I Have Only Ever Been Confident in the Uncertainty 
 by Nuha Abbasi 

 When their chest has been pulled 
 And our chests have been shot 
 We hope to see a ghost through our clouded thoughts. 

 When the people have clustered 
 And spoken themselves higher 
 They search for a ghost between those who have gathered. 

 Then the nether go beyond 
 And we hold ourselves closer 
 In fear that the ghost will pull us down. 

 Then the dancers persuade us 
 To swing arms and remember 
 Life before the ghost, as it was kinder. 

 So we forget about the holes that pattern our chests. 
 Since the dancers will always help us forget. 
 They’ll sing their songs with beautiful stains 
 In hopes that their illusions will keep us contained. 



 Your Puddles Are Not Quite Like the Stepping Stones I’m Used To 
 by Nuha Abbasi 

 So I was walking and it started raining and I asked why the clouds were gray but you didn't answer. And I 

 felt my socks get soggy cause I forgot to put my rain boots on because I thought we were alright. Then I 

 saw the streaming puddle you left where our stepping stones used to be. You know, between the patches 

 of virescent grass and under the striking lemon tree. And you littered the puddle with the pink cherry 

 blossoms and then some little red ladybugs cause you’re dramatic like that. But I know you better. I know 

 the misty air holds them and the cool breeze guides them. But still, I stepped into the puddle and my 

 white socks turned a dirty brown and I felt the mossy rocks under my toes. Then you grabbed my leg like I 

 knew you would and your arms like rose thorns danced in the water inviting me to say hello. 

 But of course, I've been here before because it rained last spring and fall and winter and somehow you 

 rained in the midst of July as I enjoyed the taste of sour lemons under the shade of our cherry blossom 

 tree and as I was slowly forgetting about you you reached from the puddle with your thorny red arms and 

 sunk me to the bottom of the puddle you call home. 

 And I’ve never felt further from you or the beautiful colors of life that you turned into your deception 

 because you left me to tend to our pink and yellow trees alone and you only took the roses I planted for 

 you just to then use my love and vulnerability that seeped into their stems against me. 

 And so my step slips and my mind falters for a second when I think the red seeping from my leg is a sign 

 of your reciprocating love and not the parts of me that you’ve kept to remind me of who I'm not anymore. 

 Then the second passes. The blood stings but I’ll wash it off as I step on the shore. 



 The Dragons and the Sailors 
 by Jimmy Burton 

 To the southeast of the Garaj peninsula there is an island; 
 an island said by tribes people to hold untold riches. 
 Temples built from gold towering to greet the clouds. 
 Held within, mounds of jewels that dwarf houses, 
 trinkets and artifacts from an unknown age, 
 prized weapons and jewelry holding mighty and archaic power. 

 Thousands of men have flocked to this island, 
 in search of wealth and glory: enough to make them kings. 
 And that many men have perished. 
 For the island is guarded by two creatures, 
 as powerful as they are ancient. 

 Two dragons. 
 One named Thyphon, 
 the other Zohlydra. 
 Thyphon commands the storm. 
 The wind and thunder are his soldiers that he orders to rip apart ships. 
 His roar like god’s fury, 
 Powerful enough to kill those close. 

 On wings of silver he flies, 
 far from reach of any cannon or harpoon. 
 Zohlydra has no wings, 
 instead the fins of a whale, 
 and the size of five. 

 She can rend a ship from bow to aft. 
 and for those who sink, 
 she unleashes lightning through the water, 
 like an exploding nimbus cloud. 
 Alone these creatures fierce. 
 Together they the sea’s wrath incarnate. 

 Thousands of ships had come to claim treasure. 
 The dragons claimed them instead. 
 However, one ship was hopeful and determined: 
 The Destiny. 
 The captain of The Destiny was set, 
 the crew were ready. 
 They would kill the dragons, 
 and come home kings. 

 The Destiny approached the island. 
 Thyphon and Zohlydra spotted it, 
 descending on it with a fury matched only by the ocean itself. 
 Thyphon summoned his soldiers of wind and thunder to do battle. 
 Zohlydra splashed tidal waves against the ship, 
 knocking it port and starboard. 



 But The Destiny would not relent. 
 Its crew were tough. 
 It’s captain calculated. 
 It dodged Zohlydra’s blows, 
 using Thyphon’s wind to its advantage. 

 Working together, 
 with one mighty maneuver, 
 the sharpened bow of The Destiny drove into Zohlydra’s ribs, 
 like a needle into a disgusting boil. 
 Zohlhydra roared with lightning in her teeth, 
 then sank beneath the scarlet waves. 
 Thyphon unleashed a roar of rage more fathomless than the ocean, 
 and more furious than any storm. 

 He descended upon the ship. 
 In a gauntlet of teeth, claws, and thunderous roars, 
 He tore the ship asunder. 
 The sun rose upon the island shore, 
 revealing the only survivor: 
 Sam, the cabin boy. 
 Sam had washed up on the island shore. 
 He scoured down the beach, finding what was left of The Destiny. 
 His skin jumped when his eyes beheld Thyphon. 

 The ancient beast stood next to the corpse of Zohlydra. 
 Its head hung low, uttering a depressed reptilian eulogy. 
 The beast spotted the boy. 
 It looked at him and his heart sank, like a dead fish. 
 But it resurrected when he beheld the beast's eyes. 
 There was no anger left. 
 Its fury had been washed away by salted rains. 

 Thyphon stepped towards Sam, but Sam did not step away. 
 The beast was already dead. 
 They shared sight for a while. 
 The mighty dragon fell to its side. 
 A low whimper echoed from the back of its throat. 
 Sam grabbed a sharp splinter, 
 the final gift from The Destiny. 
 He approached the beast and hesitated. 
 He could see deep into Thyphon’s eyes. 
 Gone was the magnificent fury that it had used to summon storms. 
 There was only soulless black, 
 deeper and colder than the fathomless abyss. 

 Sam swallowed. 
 He drove the splinter deep into the dragon's eye, 
 and they both bled. 
 Sam found the golden temples. 
 He beheld the boundless treasure hoards. 
 He was rich enough to be a king. 
 But Sam did not think about that. 
 All he could think of was The Destiny. 



 It and its crew swallowed by the sea. 
 And the memory of Thyphon’s cold eyes gnawed at his mind, 
 like a vengeful spirit. 
 He saw them in the reflection of every gemstone. 
 Every artifact. 
 Every glinting magic infused blade. 
 Was he truly a king? 

 Lost My Heart in the Woods 
 by Jimmy Burton 

 Twas then, five years ago in the woods.  My brother, a year younger than I, disappeared.  Only I know 
 what happened.  I was the only one there then to witness.  Our parents broke out in visceral cacophony. 
 ‘Twas then we decided to go to our retreat: the woods outside.  We were told many a time by our parents 
 and neighbors they were dangerous.  But they were calm.  They were pretty.  They were our haven every 
 now and then.  We hid in the wilds, playing innocent games.  The memories of which bring jubilant tears 
 to my eyes.  We eventually reached a serene lake where all was tranquil, the only disturbance being 
 dragonflies lazily skimming the water.  Near the water we played, envisioning that we were brave warriors. 
 “Greetings,” exclaimed a voice that I almost mistook as a melody.  ‘Twas then that we beheld a woman: a 
 woman in the middle of the lake.  Water droplets glistened off her naked skin.  Her hair wisped in the 
 wind like sapphire dust.  Her eyes were deep as the ocean blue: both beautiful and intimidating.  “Come 
 hither,” her voice lulled.  “I invite thee to trudge the water.  Whoever reach me first shall receive a 
 wondrous prize.”  From below the sly face of the water she pulled a box, small and beautiful.  My brother 
 and I were enthralled.  The woman's words and promises enchanting.  Her voice like a soothing melody 
 that comforts the soul with maternal love.  Her appearance like that of a sublime goddess.  Wrong to 
 refuse a goddess.  Wrong to lose to my little brother.  ‘Twas then that we ran to her.  To our prize.  We 
 trudged through the water with youthful eagerness.  My dress was my enemy.  I lost pace while my 
 brother took the lead through the tranquil murk.  My brother reached the azure lady and she lovingly 
 embraced him.  He embraced her back.  I watched, frustrated, from a half distance away. 
 “Congratulations,” the lady soothed, “Thou has won the prize.”  She gave my brother a smile so innocent 
 and beauteous that he had to smile back.  ‘Twas then that the woman bent over and a disturbingly long 
 tongue slithered out of her mouth like a crimson snake of death.  That snake forced itself down my 
 brother’s gullet.  My heart stopped.  I watched in horror.  My brother’s body stiffened and tears of pain 
 and terror dampened his eyes.  ‘Twas then that the woman’s tongue retracted.  A flesh tearing sound 
 echoed throughout the forest, and in my head forever.  In the red ribbons coils was my brother’s still 
 beating heart.  My brother's eyes were white. His mouth pooling with blood.  Yet he did not fall and meet 
 a watery grave.  He stood stiff and upright.  A white statue in a lake of tears.  “You won the prize of being 
 mine forever,” the lady guffawed.  ‘Twas then that she uncoiled his heart and put it inside the small, 
 beautiful box: the sound of it still beating inside.  ‘Twas then that I ran.  The scared mongoose running 
 from the seductive cobra.  The inside unable to act, but the outside powerful enough.  No longer do I go 
 into the woods.  My haven now turned a hell.  ‘Twas the last I ever saw my brother.  Not a day goes by 
 where I don’t wake up and look at those eldritch woods hoping he returns.  Nor is there a night where I 
 don’t have nightmares of my brother’s heart being ripped from his innards.  Nor is there a day where I 
 look at those woods without seeing the eyes of goblins, ghouls, fairies and whatever else shares them 
 with that azure demoness.  ‘Twas that day when my brother and I lost our hearts in the woods. 



 Digging for Memories 
 by Rosalinda Canchola 

 Mom shouting you need to start digging 

 As she shouts like I was a nobody that just hurt a family member 

 Which has scared me while I have the shovel in my hands 

 Then soon a gust of wind shut the door and made a wall between us 

 Looking around at the field of dirt with no crops 

 Seem so depressing for this farm 

 Like no one was living here for years 

 Or maybe decades since the house look like it's haunted and broken 

 I look at the ground and start digging 

 I don't know why my mom wants me to do this but at least it keeps my mind going 

 After what happened - I will never be the same as I send that I was stopped when I hear a thud 

 I pick up the shovel and it looks like an old rusty lunch box 

 I was shocked when I was this and I grab it 

 When I open the lunchbox and start to tear up 

 As all the memory have started flowing in when I open the time capsule 

 I was frozen for however long I was there 

 So many emotions of regret, wanting forgiveness and wishes for them to come back 

 For just one more time 



 The Sailor and the Ghost 
 by Rosalinda Canchola 

 The Sailor walking upon the rocky sea and see the time 

 It's 4:00 am and the sun isn't even up, he sign and starts getting ready for the work that is there for him 

 As he tries to get ready, he suddenly falls on a chair that is in the sailor’s room and curses at the chair 

 Sailor - “goddammit the sea is roaring and swaying so much that it's hard to even stand here” 

 As soon he said that the door swung open and a burst of cold air hits the sailor’s face 

 He soon saw a figure at the doorway for a split second and soon it vanish as soon as he went after the 
 figure 

 He quickly ran to the upper deck and looks out, all he can see is just water and sea foam floating on the 
 water 

 He signs and turned back checking if there is anything on the boat 

 He felt a hand on his shoulder and when he turned, his eyes start to tear up, and start nodding his head 
 no 

 He grab his chest and shouted “my love why are you haunting me, I'm sorry that I wasn’t able to help” 

 The ghost started to laugh and touch his cheek, it was as cold as the freezing water. 

 Ghost - “Dear I love you so much, don't worry we will together soon” 

 She hugs the sailor once more time and soon she vanishes out of thin air 

 He dropped to his knees and was so confused about what is going on 

 He soon started coughing and holding his stomach at first then the sailor held out his hand and saw what 
 he cough up 

 It was seaweed, small chunks of ice, and seafoam 

 Soon he took a deep breath and open his eyes 

 He sees his room is being filled with ice water, seaweed, and other debris from the ocean 

 The sailor starts swimming to the door as fast as he could 

 He felt something was watching him, he turned and saw the ghost sitting in the chair watching him 



 A Stone’s Throw 
 by Saemi Cho 

 The riverbank must be out of sight by now but he dare not disrupt his balance to turn and look. Auntie 

 has been kneading his shoulder compulsively ever since they pushed off; he offers a hand to her instead, 

 palm up, and then she takes it. S  he is so much taller  than him that he stretches in one long line from toes 

 to fingertips, a position reminiscent of reaching to pick fruit from a tree. Still, he hangs on. Slowly the limb 

 bleaches of blood and warmth, a bloated doll’s arm glowing under the moonlight. The raft dips, then 

 yawns, then shivers over the water. Fricative yelps sound each time, as if these noises prevent them all 

 from being scattered into the dark. He wonders what it would feel like to just blink and then be there, 

 somewhere, wherever that somewhere is, fully formed. But everything is a journey and he is tired. Years 

 later, he will pass over an entire ocean while swaddled in the weightlessness of the sky, and even then he 

 will think of this, only this — the other passengers huddling together, outlined in soft, mammalian shapes. 

 The whites of their eyes, and how they gleam like pearls at the bottom of the sea. 

 SUNBATHING IN A MEMORY 
 by Saemi Cho 

 her palms are stained unevenly brown 
 like with molasses, 
 like chiromancy diagrams in the flesh. 
 when she turns and shades her eyes, 
 she can see the trail 
 of ankle-deep holes 
 snaking behind her. only a few have 
 produced any memories of note — 
 there, near the fencepost, 
 she had dug up the overlapping shutters 
 of a chestnut iris; and over there, a few feet away 
 from the path, she had unearthed 
 the corner of a mouth and 
 its neighboring laugh line. 
 here, this far from anything, 
 the soil is less unyielding. 
 she digs without pause 
 up to her shins, 
 up to to her thighs, 
 and stops only when, finally, 
 a hand cups along her jaw 
 and the low alto of her mother’s voice 
 sings her name. she lies down and 
 cradles it close with tired hands 
 her back facing the horizon 
 letting the sun warm the both of them 
 where they lie. 



 Fable of The Phantoms and the Bakers 
 by Daniel Dordevic 

 First light enters the world 

 Oven burns bright and strong 

 Howling wind enters behind his back 

 Pushing his attention to the shutter 

 Taking from where it was sealed 

 Fresh pot of newly obtained milk 

 Beginning to pour 

 Unwillingly churned to butter 

 His body broken 

 Many kneads of the dough 

 crash of a misplaced pan 

 his attention to the clutter 

 First light enters the world 

 Taking from where it was sealed 

 His body broken from 

 Twisted face, Unknown fate. 

 Executioner's Block 
 by Daniel Dordevic 

 The blank page stared back at me. Mocking me like an ocean. Then the page 
 started to weep. More and more dark water gushed from my monitor. Then I 
 realized my soaking leaden legs, unwavering in their resolve to stay put, ice 
 trapping each and every muscle. Then I heard a call for my name. I swivel my 
 fear-struck head around the room, unable to breathe. There was no soul 
 floating in the rapids with me. The call came from the other side of my screen. 
 This time I heard the call. They ask for me to grab their hand, they tell me to 
 join up with them. Then, with my last breath before being submerged, I thrust 
 my arm through the portal and to my surprise they hoisted me through the 
 surface of the sea onto our boat. Then I cough up more water than I could ever 
 have thought to exist. I can open my eyes, the words stare back and fill up the 
 ocean. 



 Untitled 
 by Lance Dornan 

 Carefully, I lift the spoon to my lips. There is no word for this. 

 But there is fresh venom pouring from the red walls 

 Fourteen eyes around the table, blue, but my mother’s are brown. 

 The meat on my plate is rare and bloody. My fork works its way into my thigh. 

 An old white lamp sits precariously on the edge of the record player. 

 Heatwaves simmering out the spout. 

 Once a twin, its partner shattered on the wall across the room. 

 My father is a violent man. His eyes are blue. 

 Calmly, he passes his cup to fill. 

 The Ghost and The Carpenter 
 by Lance Dornan 

 You will find me sitting between our unmarked graves. 
 Watching waves of fireflies blink in the clear cut swathes of moonlight. 

 Dancing around that old rustic fence. Where you used to sing. 

 It's nights like these. 

 When the wind is beginning to howl, and the husky chants of birdsong fill the 
 purple night air- That the void becomes too much to bear. 

 Today, the Carpenter crept into our respite, tools hanging limp from his belt. My 
 mind focused exclusively on those eyes. 

 Twisting his trembling hands and wetting his lips, a forlorn look on his old ugly face. 

 The lantern he holds swings up and back, sending beams of orange light through the pines. 

 His coarse voice cracks into my skull in waves. Sad and slow like all nights. 

 He has no face left to keep- there are no more orders to follow. His hands did not shake then. 

 I watched you slip away helplessly. I cradled you in my arms. 

 I squeezed you to my heart while yours poured out into the dirt. 

 Lamenting your loss again, and again, and again. 

 Soon he will return to his family- Those who care for him now. A carpenter with shaking hands. 

 My bones under his feet, while he sobs over yours. Which of us gets to go home? 



 The Living Room 
 by Sophia Frame Rice 

 The living room is lonely 

 And anticipating you; I always 

 Used to dread the sound 

 Of football and the news 

 But now you’re here no longer 

 And the house is filled with gloom 

 What I would do to hear 

 You turn the tv on at noon 

 The house is grey and lonely 

 And anticipating you; I lie 

 where you once were lying 

 In the quiet living room 

 The Werewolves and the Dancers 
 by Sophia Frame Rice 

 In a minute, charming village 
 Nestled deep in a vast forest 
 A fire crackled under the stars 
 And villagers danced drunkenly 
 Amongst the skipping and twirling 
 And melodies of celebration 
 Was an impending doom 
 Unknown, quiet, lurking 
 As the people embraced 
 Hugged, laughed, kissed 
 Several pairs of distant eyes 
 Reflected an orange fire 
 The orange would turn a vibrant red 
 As a pack of hungry werewolves 
 Would turn a lively village so quiet 
 And celebrate their way instead 



 The Ghost and the Dancers 
 by Shea Gallagher 

 Dancers with movement of falling feathers and strength of hardened steel 
 Practiced to perfection, molded and maintained, 
 A Ghost with muscle of lost memories and body no longer real 
 Driven to destiny, yearning and yielded. 
 A formless mimic across the studio floor 
 Floating, jumping, pirouetting, once more. 
 Vague reproduction, now tenuous talent 
 Lost coordination, perpetual torment. 
 In sync, they perform 
 Their waltz between worlds 
 Like a Dancer the Ghost strides, 
 Like a Ghost the Dancers glide. 
 The Dancers endure through their crafted choreograph 
 But with failing grace the Ghost stumbles on its behalf. 
 Though the figure possessed, 
 A soul without rest will forget nonetheless. 

 Then, Invitation, Water 
 by Shea Gallagher 

 A long trip across the sea in search of safer shores. A long trip across the sea suddenly suspended from 

 your course. Trapped in a feud between the sky and the ocean. In fits of madness, the water hurls itself 

 across the ship's hull. Then with cunning counter, the clouds rain down streaks of electric white light. 

 Bashed against the boat side and soaked in saltwater you grasp to the railing in the hands of the 

 hurricane. Then without warning the sea decides to pull you under beneath its tides. A stunning silence 

 muffles your ears with pillows of water dyed a deep bluish-green. The azure abyss whispers in your ear 

 extending an invitation into their dark duvet with promises of peaceful rest. Careful cursive written with 

 ink from its own dim depths the perfect penmanship then enclosed in an envelope of death. Softley they 

 press and await your acquiesce to welcome the water in. But louder your lungs cry ordering you back, 

 back to the harsh storm above. Written in blood the scratched words tear through its page then sealed 

 with the reminder of the sacrifices you gave. The skewed sky screams down at you insults and taunts its 

 only promise that of the enigma above. But so tempting the waters whispering sounds summon with 

 liquid limbs bearing you gently, lower, lower into the deep. Farther, farther from the surface. Distant, 

 distant the shouts dissolve. Then you look up, maybe one last time, to balance the weight of the ocean 

 with that of the sky. 



 Superficial Hunger 
 by Chloe Hocom 

 The kitchen is insecure. 

 Unlimited options, but 

 “I’m not hungry.” 

 “I’ll eat dinner later.” 

 I say numbly. 

 I tell myself just a bite, just a little. Keep 
 it down. 

 Don’t let them notice. 

 Wait until no one is around. 

 Dinnertime is over, 
 Everyone disperses. 

 My destination is the bathroom. Where 
 I make my recurring choices. 

 My little secret, no one needs to know. I 
 have mine and you have yours. 

 If there’s one thing I know, 
 The kitchen is insecure. 

 Friend in Me 
 by Chloe Hocom 

 Alone in the room, 
 or so she thought. 

 She feels she can finally breathe, and 
 she lets go. 

 Soft music accompanies her, and 
 slowly, 
 it begins to take over her. 

 Her delicate eyes close and 
 her body feels light. 
 The melody absorbs into her 



 and this moment is one she savors. 

 With no recollection of how much time has passed, She 
 gently opens her eyes. 
 She is surrounded by familiar strangers who 
 admire her elegance. 

 Their welcoming smiles provide her comfort. And 
 let her know she is home now. 

 The Phantom and the Dancers 
 by Samantha Laurence 

 Reality frays for the three dancers 

 Tightly woven shoes and a weight on their backs 

 Warmed by the spotlight for a fleeting moment 

 Meanwhile, a phantom is leading them 

 One who does not succumb to heat 

 Whose movement slows and speeds like waves 

 It belongs not to the stage but to their minds 

 Mocking them with a perfection very few know 

 The phantom glides to the music and waits 

 To hear the shuffling of the dancer’s feet 

 It knows its power and watches the three 

 For if the phantom collapses, so must they 

 And so, the dancers ascend beyond the present 

 To the grueling reality of every future combined 

 And in fear, they all spin and leap and crash 

 The sound of applause does nothing to ease them 

 It is not for them, after all, but they smile anyways. 



 Down the road from Harvington 
 by Samantha Laurence 

 Breathing in the map I made myself years ago 

 It was dusty but lined with a hope 

 I used to always say that no matter how perilous the journey 

 “X marks the spot!” 

 But maybe I’ve grown too old for such things 

 At least I thought so before I realized 

 The trail I had followed ended with a cross 

 As plain and as bright as a stop light 

 And so I did stop and stare at it, waiting 

 Until I remembered I was the only around to dig it up 

 With my bare hands and for minutes at a time 

 I kept going so much so that my head lost me 

 What exactly was buried underneath all of this? 

 I got my answer the second I saw it 

 Just a single doubloon hidden in the dirt 

 It wasn’t worth anything to me now but 

 I remembered the worth I put on it back then 

 An old familiar feeling that I really was large after all 

 When I told myself that I would build my own castle 

 But I’ll settle with a memory buried in the ground. 



 The ghost and the professors 
 by Joshua Minas 

 The professors are up all day, and all night. Their labs and papers are filled with ingredients and a 

 hypothesis hoping to make sure their projects go according to plan. 

 Above the roof, lies a ghost, not worried about no scientific method. His plan is always in motion. 

 The professors ignored the loud noises from the roof. They knew who was making the noise. The ghost 

 always tried to get their attention. 

 The ghost knew he was being ignored. He still tried. He tried to get their attention. He did it yesterday 

 and will do it again the next day. 

 The professors thought the ghost was just a ghost. Nothing or one special. 

 The ghost needed their faith, so he didn’t let them see him. 

 The professors believe that the ghost was cruel and his morals were all over the place. 

 The ghost was still one to want to better himself in acceptance and forgiveness. 

 " Well, what if I don't ever follow this ghost?" The professors ask " I should still be fine on earth" 

 The ghost wanted to give them an afterlife. One of peaceful eternal bliss. 

 " Well, what about those I love who have died and never followed this ghost?" The professors asked, " 

 Are they in great pain?" 

 The ghost knew the answer. It was the biggest flaw in his character 

 The professors are not this ghost's biggest fan. 

 They don’t plan on speaking it out. 



 Someone I remember 
 by Joshua Minas 

 I walked out to the steep rock wall that stopped at the edge of the lake.The cool morning air surrounded 

 me and gave my breath a ghostly makeover. 

 I fog covered the surface of the lake, like fields of cotton. 

 As I walked on the smooth and gray rocks, covering more distance of the lake’s bank, I came across a 

 small raft with nothing more than a thin sail and a  strong rope that connected from the raft and 

 disappeared into the fog. 

 I walked up to it and looked up seeing that the lake’s bank seemed endless in the fog. I took a deep 

 breath and stepped on the raft that connected to the unknown 

 . As I got on, I felt a small tug and the rope began to pull me. 

 When I looked back I noticed the fog had engulfed my view of the rocky bank. 

 The trip on the water was very calm. There were no waves, nothing to bump into. 

 It was frankly quite peaceful. It gave me time to think. Just think about everything, from school, family, 

 and friends. I did notice that I was on this raft for a while. 

 I did start to get nervous. What was I thinking about getting on this flimsy thing! As I started to worry 

 more I saw a, still covered by the fog, pulling the rope. 

 I stood frozen on the raft until I saw who it was. It was someone who meant the world to me. That person 

 was pulling me through. 

 Once I was able to step off the raft, we gave each other a hug. 



 An Ode to My Bathroom Floor 
 by Lotus Price 

 To purge is to hold yourself still, it is to sit inside yourself- 

 a shape implied but not yet known 

 My bathroom is a cathartic space, 

 each tile chilled, calming fevers after heart palpitating nights 

 the shower, gracefully rinsing tear stains and bruised knuckles 

 it feels clean here 

 if purging was a speaker it would call to whomever answered- a 

 whore, a model, a mother, a stranger, me. 

 the bathroom keeps your secrets 

 it opens its mouth wide, aicted with scratches and it promises to 

 absolve you 

 to keep you clean 

 to keep you still. 



 then, water, no 
 by Lotus Price 

 once, i gave him my lungs and cowered as i watched him fill them with 

 liquid, so dense, but i couldn’t let myself feel passive, so i sweetened it. 

 turned the tar into honey, thick with a sense of belonging. i found solace in 

 the wake of his scent. it was then that i faithfully heard the plea of those 

 before, recognizing the red i was drenched in. being with him was a 

 displaced performance; i whispered, then i spoke, then eventually, i yelled. 

 crying for help is what dogs do, he said. he said no one can hear me but 

 my hands, and my hands can't possibly push him far enough away, so i hit. 

 it is not now that i can reconcile with something so vicious. 

 i remember when we met at the river, that day i was hooked on 

 adolescence. i remember catching myself in the wrong tone and learning 

 my body was yours to colonize. i walked myself through the water and told 

 myself it was syncretism; two people abiding by the same convolution, i 

 wept myself into dissonance. how bittersweet it is to love your kidnapper, to 

 know the face that took you hostage and trust he'll set you free after. 

 it was not that i didn't say no, it was that he found invitation through my 

 dissent. challenging himself to make me feel wanted when i didn't want it. 

 i’ve learned you cannot make an excerpt of a person. cannot pull digestible 

 portions out of conscious decisions and call it a mistake. you cannot 

 convert a strangling to a conversation, or a drowning to a breath simply 

 held. 

 once, i did not give him my lungs, and he took them anyway. 



 My Bedroom is Tranquil. 
 by Siddhartha Rajeev 

 The doors shut the world out, far away, away from the chaos, 

 My posters fill the walls, My books line the shelves , 

 A portal to my world, my escape, my freedom place. 

 My walls tell my story, there, a baby, there,  a boy, 

 There I go, running into the waves, the sun on fire, 

 My blanket hidden, my childhood’s tears, 

 My pain buried, wrapped in yellow and blue, hidden away, under it all, 

 My bedroom  speaks my language, the world’s tongue doesn’t reach this far, 

 My windows let the sun in, and keep the clawing world out, 

 So here I hide, and here I stay . 

 Digging 
 by Siddhartha Rajeev 

 The earth is cool, moist in its womb, 
 It clutches my fingers, cloying and wet, 
 I can feel it pulsing, a slow beat of a pulse, 
 I have to reach in and pull it out, 
 I crouch on the ground, my knees hurting on the gravelly earth, 
 The wind is nowhere, not to be seen, 
 Not a leaf stirs, sweat drips down my back, 
 Rivulets running down, like dread upon the soul, 
 As I grit my teeth and scoop the dirt, 
 Digging deep, into the bowels, into the innards, 
 I can feel it starting to throb, the earth undulating under my fingers, 
 The lavender has reached into the earth with its roots, 
 My fingers perfumed as I rip it away, 
 Reaching, digging, my face sweaty and pale, 
 I know its there, the pain I hid, the life I lost, 
 I know its there, a piece of me, dark and wailing, 
 In the earth, cool and moist. 



 With Ganas 
 by Alex Ramirez 

 You need the right tools for the job, he says 

 He stands up sliding the post hole digger down 

 Three feet deep for a six-foot fence, he says sliding the metal tape measurer into the dark hole 

 Rough and calloused hands pulling the measurer out 

 and then sliding the fence post down 

 Hold the post steady… he says 

 I watch him pack the mixed cement down into the hole around the post. 

 I remember many Saturday mornings like this 

 My father a plumber today, or replacing the roof, re-sodding the lawn, installing a water heater 

 Or digging a post hole 

 And me, by his side. 

 Now make sure the post is straight… use the level 

 I hold the level as he packs rock around the post 

 I often wondered why I was out there, while my friends played video games or watched Saturday morning 
 cartoons 

 But I’d listen as he’d say 

 Con ganas [i]mijo, 

 Always with ganas 

 Pounding the rock around the post, driving the cement down to make sure it holds 

 Always con ganas 



 The Farmer and the Ghosts 
 by Alex Ramirez 

 Reaching down and dragging his fingers along the soil 

 The same soil his father and his father before him and his father before him worked 

 He raises his eyes and looks across his field and squints across the acres 

 He sees the strawberry and blueberry vines spread across his hand as he pulled a handful off 

 Trellised and shining against the sun 

 He sees the corn and barley crops 

 He closes his eyes and sees the wheat and cauliflower the romaine and… remembers 

 The neighboring families 

 The Silvas 

 The Mullers and the Smiths 

 The Garcias and their cows and sheep 

 The sounds of a rooster crowing to announce the day 

 He opens his eyes again and all is gone 

 He steps forward along pavement 

 Orange vests and air conditioning welcome him 

 Scents of petrol and sawdust as he approaches the sliding doors 



 The Sea Troll 
 by Laurie Sample 

 Grey dawn. The waters off the cove lie cloaked in mist. 
 A dark shape nears — a boat. Oars part the waves, then feet. 
 The sailors wade ashore. Slick pebbles grind beneath 
 Their boots, and guns and shovels glisten in their hands. 
 A crag looms o’er the beach, ship-sized and black as tar. 
 ‘Tis here  , the captain says, and shows the proof:  A map, 
 On which a shaky hand has scrawled the selfsame rock, 
 And underneath, a single  X  . A warning, too: 
 Beware: Sea troll!  The captain grins.  Did I not say 
 We’d find that blasted witch’s treasure? Dig, lads! Dig! 
 Some do, while others stand at watch, eyes on the sea. 
 A clang as steel strikes solid form. Exultant shouts ring out. 

 The men dig faster, laying bare a chest, but not 
 The kind expected. One with shoulders, ribs and breasts 
 Of stone, three times as broad as any mortal man. 
 A statue? No. The torso heaves, as might the earth 
 Before the cataclysm. The troll sits up. 
 Her skin is basalt-black, her arms thick knotted masts. 
 Her seaweed hair clings to her wrothful face. Her eyes 
 Are chasms, ocean-deep. Her shark’s mouth gapes. She roars. 
 One arm shoots out; she grabs a sailor, snaps his spine 
 And flings him hence; his fellows toss their spades and flee. 
 Some stand their ground and fire. Stone flecks fly from her skin 
 As bullets ricochet. Dauntless, enraged, she strikes. 

 The slaughter lasts but minutes. Soon the only sounds 
 Are those of chewing, crunching, belching, and the yaps 
 Of seagulls hurling down to flense the scant remains 
 Of twelve dead men. Amid the flock, a single crow 
 Wheels silently. The sea troll sits and picks her teeth 
 With some man’s shinbone. At her feet, the crow alights. 
 It caws, and then in human voice cries out:  Sea-troll! 
 Thus is my debt repaid!  A pause; the sea-troll nods. 
 The crow departs. At length, the sea-troll stands and turns, 
 Slopes back into her stony bed, draws down her sheet 
 Of pebbles. When the tide comes in, it washes clean 
 The shore, and bears the empty rowboat out to sea. 



 What The Roots Held 
 by Laurie Sample 

 Once, we called it the Aviary. 

 The old bougainvillea in the backyard, trembling with a hundred sparrows and their song. 

 Spring time now, and the sparrows are gone. The bougainvillea hangs on the fence, 

 Black and fluttery as a death shroud. 

 “Those fool contractors.” My wife’s grandmother shakes her head. 

 “I told them,” she frets. “I told them the dust would kill my plants.” 

 Beyond the fence stands a new house, all implacable glass and concrete. 

 Plastic grass for a yard. Drifts of grey dust slope along the fence. 

 A week to demolish the ruins of the bougainvillea, 

 To evict every last straggling twig until only the stump remains. 

 Forty summers crumble beneath the shovel in an hour. 

 The rootball, fragile and pale, doesn’t resist when we drag it out, 

 Pops loose without a struggle, with something clutched in its pale fingers. 

 A trowel, bent and rusted. That night, when Grandma sees it, she beams. 

 “That was my father’s! He did this whole garden, you know. 

 He loved that old bougainvillea. He loved all the plants.” 

 Next spring, we plant a new tree. The spring after that, the sparrows return. 



 A Prayer for Liberation 
 by Sucheta Sanadi 

 Little did I know, seven years ago when I flew over the ocean, dreams of happiness in my eyes, that it was 

 the spider’s web. Little did I know then I would just be a prisoner forever. A good teacher models love and 

 positivity they say; should this great  nation then not show the same compassion? How much longer will I 

 have to wait?  When will I get my LIBERTY?  I am a prisoner here, always have been, in this foreign land. 

 I’ve waited and waited to see you and have your warm arms around me. I remember your wrinkled hands, 

 holding my face with love and your eyes overflowing. The birds cross the oceans daily but I do not have 

 wings. Oh! how I wish! Take me with you, I yearn to go! Nature created land and then humans created 

 borders. Please give me the freedom for a little while if not forever, let me meet them. They wait with 

 hopeful eyes, their invitation always open. Let me go then, please let me go, I will be back. Do not 

 entangle me in trifles because love knows no boundaries. Let me go, please let me go, I want to feel the 

 warmth of their  arms around me. When I lay my heavy head on their shoulders and see their faces light 

 up with smiles of relief, only then will I find true happiness. Let me go. 

 The Ghost and the Dancers 
 by Sucheta Sanadi 

 There they came stumbling and falling, 

 Unable to stand, crying and sad about their sorry state. 

 Swooshing came the Ghost in white,  smiled and laughed it did, 

 Not caring about how it appeared. 

 Trembling and sweating did the dancers ask, 

 “Who are you and why are you here?” 

 “You are my superheroes, you will rise and dance like the stars” it said 

 With a pen, pencil, marker did it direct those falling, 

 Videos and songs brightened up the surrounding, 



 Always shoving and pushing, it did not let the dancers rest, 

 until they had given their very best. 

 At last when it was time to go, 

 “Oh Ghost, we are thankful to thee” they said, 

 “we had the potential and talent, believe we never did” 

 “You made us accept ourselves and helped us excel” 

 “We came here scared of you, horrified of the world and afraid that we would fail, 

 but we leave with a treasure invaluable” 

 Weeping  tears of respect and gratitude, they asked, “what would you like in return?” 

 “Go and dance” said the ghost, “make me proud, 

 That is the only honor I demand.” 

 Unicorns are Bullies 
 by Aaron Thai 
 Unicorns are bullies. 
 Unique and ever present when young, 
 But magically gone or hiding when older. 

 Looking for the odd one out, the ones that sit alone or speak up 
 the unicorn gores, with violence and words, 
 Sticking someone full of holes. 

 Before the herd realizes the truth, that the unicorn is both rare and alone. 
 They take the groups views and twist it, lest they be caught as the standout. 
 Sometimes the herd laughs and jeers, so the unicorn continues to impress and oppress. 

 As they molt the unicorn learns, 
 That not everything stays the same, 
 And that the herd can wise up too. 

 So, what do they do? 
 They saw off their horn. 
 Disappear into the herd. 

 And when no is looking for the unicorn, 
 Behind closed doors where no one knows 
 It grows two horns and hurts some more. 



 Peace 
 by Aaron Thai 

 Then there will be peace. Our violet ocean waves break against the ship’s bow rising just high enough, to 

 hide faded paint, the barnacles, but not our scars. The maiden voyage was a lifetime ago, in a harbor full 

 of life, bold flags with bright hues, and smiles all around. We were bright-eyed and younger then, 

 gung-ho we dreamt of honor and glory, so eager to be remembered. Then the peace ended, and the war 

 started, a declaration so out of the blue, the waves of disbelief washed over us, when their ships 

 appeared on the horizon, there was no going back. We left for their green seas, to leave our mark. We 

 found glory and learned its cost. As we sailed the river of time we left our mark, and they left theirs. We 

 sail home now, with a request, to sit down and talk, and end what took the best of us. So, there will be 

 peace, and then what? 

 The Lonely Dining Room 
 by Carolyn Vidal 

 Emotions have filled these old tired walls 

 Sorrow laughter and beckoning calls 

 The aroma of meals and families would linger 

 To cocktails and weddings…rings on a fingers 

 Now my evenings no one is here 

 Not a sound or syllable from afar or near 

 No longer will I be a witness to bare 

 A candlestick burns without a care 

 A crowd assembles and sirens they blast 

 Morning will come no shadow I’ll cast 

 In ashes I lie in the light I loom 

 Goodbye to all from your dining room 



 Duality 
 by Carolyn Vidal 

 I was invited to visit the dreamscape of earth where lessons are learned and bodies are turned into three 
 dimensional beings. Passing the barriers through the ether my energy flowed through me and around me as I 
 traveled over universal oceans and then passed across the great pyramids of Egypt, and then I was aware of 
 myself in this new body that wasn’t mine.  My perception grew wider as I walked through the sands of time 
 and it wasn’t until then I saw a brilliant light in the clear blue sky, and then later that night I stood on a 
 mountain top away from the glowing lights where I saw the constellation where I called home. It’s where I 
 came from, where I belong. This body grew tired and needed to rest, I laid down my head and slept and then 
 morning came with the sun on my face. I opened my eyes and knew it was all just a dream because I was back 
 at home where I belong. 

 Time Capsule 
 by Camille Vilar 

 Digging. Digging. Digging. 
 It’s all I have been doing 
 In the middle of nowhere 
 With big winds and gusty air 
 I dug a hole into my soul Searching for treasure 
 Of a love that I had hoped would endure 

 But this was not why I am here 
 I came to look for a way to end my fear 
 The answer is in the hole I dug 
 It’s time for me to pull the rug 

 The heavy weight in my chest 
 Will finally be put to rest 
 I want to begin my life anew 
 I no longer want to be blue 
 Life was a struggle 
 And I had a lot to juggle 

 Finding the time capsule is the key 
 To finally let go of the old me 
 Clunk! Finally I open the trunk 
 The old pictures of you and me 
 Are burnt to ashes to set my heart free 

 Droplets of water fall from my eyes 
 Then a bright light came from the skies 
 Now I know I am free from him 
 I am no longer the victim 

 A new life is beginning 
 And I am finally winning 
 I have forgiven him and myself 
 All of his stuff is off my shelf 

 A new life has begun 
 And may I please meet “the one”? 



 I’ve Found Forever 
 by Camille Vilar 

 I’ve found forever right when you walked through the door. You made my heart beat fast. This is 
 something I’ve never felt before. We’re meant to be together, two peas in a pod. I’ve found forever. Then 
 you called me and asked me to come closer to you. Next thing I know I am dancing with you. Your eyes 
 are made of moonlight cause they shine so bright. So maybe it’s true what they say, fairytales do exist. 
 Cause as long as I am with you, I’ll be happy everyday. But then you left…no goodbye…all alone—I let 
 out a sigh. Then out of the blue, I found the strength to… search every ocean just to be with you. Without 
 you is a boat without a sail, a treasure map without a trail. I am so lost. Don’t know where I’m going…all I 
 know is that I want you by my side and become your bride. Then you’re finally back, but you’re with 
 someone new. Maybe it’s time for me to face the truth. Love isn’t you. Then all of sudden I woke up…it 
 was just a dream but it felt so real. But seeing you by my side and realizing I am the wife…I knew I’ve 
 found forever right when you walked through the door. You are my forevermore. 

 Nowadays 
 by Sophia Zuniga 

 The soft pitter-patter of raindrops 
 Tapping my window 
 Heather clouds paint the sky 
 And my heart yearns for the times before 

 Wonder filled eyes 
 As the drizzle becomes a light pour 
 TV abandoned 
 Warm layers thrown on 
 And the dog in tow 
 No umbrellas 
 Only hoods to shield from the cold 

 Jumping in puddles Despite 
 getting soaking wet 
 Giggling and dance 
 Down the street To 
 reach the creek 
 And muddy escape 

 Returning home 
 After the cold dug into 
 Our noses and waterlogged toes 
 Huddling on either side 
 Of the old wall radiator 
 With Abuelita chocolate on the stove 

 A reassured smile forms 
 Warmth digs through 
 The melancholy mood 
 Showers bring 
 When they come to visit 
 Nowadays 



 Til Death Do Us Part 
 by Sophia Zuniga 

 Why can’t I stay under this vast cerulean sky Feel 
 the pain of falling in love 
 See the brilliant flame of passion in your eyes Feel 
 the warmth of your lips on mine 

 I want to feel this all one last time 
 But alas I’m being taken away Not 
 forever 

 And not far away 

 Somewhere you’re only a gaze away 

 Please don’t fret 

 Don’t let your beautiful face match the hazy sky 
 Let the clouds cry for you 

 For I do not want to see you cry 

 I have lived 

 Seen the future I’ve always dreamed 

 Even though you can’t wake from this dream Don’t 

 It’ll give you wings 

 Carry your dreams to the end of the earth for me Don’t 
 let the shadows swallow you whole 
 See the vibrant colors of life And 
 let your heart flutter again 

 Please don’t try to follow me 

 For you have only lived on the ground Never 
 dared to touch the clouds 

 I’m sorry 

 And I love you so 

 Now I must say goodbye my love For 
 death has come to take me away 



 Flash Fiction 

 THALASSAPHOBIA 
 by Natalia Batiz-Blanco 

 No one acknowledges the ocean we all live in, the ocean we came from. Some people know that if they 

 relax the human body was designed to float. Some people were taught how to swim and peruse around 

 wherever they like their lissom bodies enviously cutting through currents. Some people are desperately 

 turning the water trying so hard to keep breathing as the waves keep dripping into their lungs. Some 

 people are doing everything possible to keep breathing a little bit longer even if there’s no hope left. 

 Some people drowned. Some people live under the ocean in a completely different world. Do you float? 

 The tides turn and pull and push endlessly dragging you along every which way pulling you to pieces. 

 The currents throw you into a spiraling whirlwind you cannot evade. The waves drag you under, filling you 

 up, drowning out any and every dream you have, leaving you fully empty. The pressure is insurmountable 

 the further down you go, the further you sink, the less light there is all around you, and colors disappear 

 one by one. No more red passions and loves. Forget tangerine lips and auburn burning hair. So long 

 yellow curiosity, so long sentiment. Gone the green lucent eyes that fractured light into Esmerald. The 

 blue around you seeps into your bones exposing the sapphire kisses and forgotten morphos leaving them 

 to fade to smoke. Lilac skies and púrpura dreams fade to gray, then black, she didn’t like purple. The 

 surface is erased and you are despairingly swallowed by an infinite nothing, nothing. All sound is drowned 

 out, all light is blotched, nothing to smell, but the salt burns. The temperature drop, drop, drops. Do you 

 sink? 

 Is there no bottom? Can this desperation only worsen with no way out for everything around has turned 

 to water and evaporates in your grasp, gone? The silence pounds in your ears, you can't see what 

 dangers lie but it matters not anymore. No better than a stone you fall like a dying angel, oh, so, 

 excruciatingly, slow. No wings to save you for they are wet and wings in water do not fly. Your halo is 

 gone swallowed by darkness, of which there is no absence. Time stops its pained ticking. Do you hope? 



 Close your eyes for they do not see. Empty your lungs, there is nothing to breathe. Leave your nose it 

 doesn't work. Lose your legs they are useless. Drop your wings, no one here flies. Set down your crown, 

 there is no queen. Accept fate as fate comes for she never stops as time doesn't. And only in accepting 

 the neverending change of life, can life continue to live. Swim when you cannot fly now with tail and fin. 

 Sing when you cannot see your ears new eyes. Gills to nose as water to oxygen. Fallen angels, broken 

 devils, lost children. Wings do not fly in the sea. But fins do. Do you swim? 

 See! Blessed angels of the water. The world around you as it is. Cruel mistress Ocean, gentle ruler Sea. 

 From crab and critter to whale and beast. Sing with dolphins o' melancholy song; ride with turtles to 

 distant shores; hunt with sharks for feasts a many; dance with squids because octopuses can't. Reborn. 

 With a new mind, you are birth from the loin of water to the crib of sand. Look up and admire not the sky 

 but the endless mirror of ever-changing refractions. The ocean is never to be underestimated, and now 

 child again you too. Do you float? 

 Tapestry 
 by Natalia Batiz-Blanco 

 1802 Humphry Davy claims to have invented the first electric light. 1879 it was Thomas Edison that got 

 worldwide credit for it. Neither of them accomplished anything other than trapping light in glass, which 

 had been done for millennia. What they both failed to see, unsurprisingly, was that there was no need to 

 trap the light. It simply had to be trusted. The light that glows inside everyone is hidden by the lights that 

 people put around themselves, the sun, the lightbulbs, the fireplaces. Even the light people claim to see 

 in others. But the light that guides everyone to the path they are supposed to follow glows deep within 

 each person, only to be revealed in the darkest of moments. The little stories that weave in and out of 

 lives, crisscrossing them to make an embroiderment of destiny. It is with these little accidents and 

 not-so-random strokes of luck that each person’s thread is entangled a little more with the others. If you 

 can see beyond the lightbulbs and pretty lies, the naked truths can be shown in the tapestry. Don’t 

 believe me? Look up at the night sky and see for yourself. 



 There is a Light That had Gone Out 
 by Trey Benham 

 He preferred when the room wasn't so bright. 

 Alone in his dusty cave, hunched over waiting for responses, texts or emails, endlessly scrolling on a dim 

 computer light, he called that living. He wasn't sure what to do. He spread himself thin in his youth, taking 

 on music lessons, martial arts, psychology, painting, and all that left him with was a scatterbrain 

 knowledge of a variety of fun, interesting, and completely useless set of skills. A D Chord stretched the 

 fingers, you paint the skin blue first, why was a B flat more common than a normal B? These thoughts 

 swirled around his head, taking up useful space that could've been used for... Math? Business knowledge, 

 talking to people his age, etc. He was tired. He needed to do something, anything. This can't be all that's 

 left for him. He tried and failed at a lot of things, but that shouldn't matter "what was I good at?" He 

 would think, but after thinking about it for a bit he remembered that the answer was pretty much nothing. 

 Ok, so he changed the question. "What did I  like  to  do?" He liked to draw. The feeling of creating, 

 putting your raw emotion to the paper, that was the best feeling he had ever felt. The true, emotional 

 gratification of doing something actually creatively fulfilling, it wasn't the same as the quick dopamine fix 

 you'd get from videogames or arguing with strangers online. He decided. He was going to draw again. 

 But, the room was dark. His light had been broken for a while, he never bothered fixing it. After all, what 

 was the point? Well, he knew that that needed to change. He remembered something his grandmother 

 told him, drawing or writing in the dark will ruin your eyesight. So he decided. One cloudy day in July, 

 Aaron Schwinn, age 24, bought a new light bulb. When he finally had some light in his room, it made him 

 realize how terrible it looked. Not that it was that messy, just... Extremely disorganized. Uneven. He 

 decided he'd tidy up. After all, he can't work in a cluttered environment. At the store, he had also bought 

 some new pens, pencils, and a sketchbook. He decided he wanted to hone his skills. Even if he can't be 

 great at everything, he'd at least try and be great at one thing. He decided to get to work. 

 Decided, decided, decided, where did all this decision come from? Decisions about improving himself, 

 decisions about ideas that he could put on paper, all came from his head. It was a dark place, there. The 

 light turned on. It wasn't much, but it's exactly what he needed. 



 As You Claw The Thin Ice 
 by Trey Benham 

 As we all know, there's a lake in Southsdale, Michigan that had been frozen over with a thin sheet of ice 

 for over 48 years. And then there was Staci Wahlgren, who lived in the house that stretched onto that 

 long silver lake. It didn't make sense, even the slightest misstep, and that ice would crack. And yet they 

 built a house on top of it. I honestly couldn't tell you what they were thinking. Truth be told, anytime it 

 was brought up in conversation I would always just guess that the family was suicidal, for Staci to walk 

 over that ice everyday to go to school, perhaps they were hinging their bets on some divine intervention, 

 for the one day that that thin layer would finally cave in, they would stay in the water and receive what 

 they so desperately wanted, what they were too cowardice to take themselves. But it never cracked for 

 them, not even a little bit. My little theory never came to fruition. Staci was so good at it that others 

 would believe it was actually pretty solid, only to fall through themselves. "Whatever, they're just fucking 

 stupid I suppose." I pressed my pencil against my notebook until the lead broke. The seasons came and 

 went. My friends would knock over trash cans. I'd pick them back up. They called me a pussy. I'd take 

 glass bottles and smash them against the wall behind the food mart. "Perhaps you were just projecting?" 

 I grabbed a bottle and threw it hard against a trash can. It was honestly a pretty boring year. Flu season 

 came along, we had a couple of students get sick. One of which was none other than Staci. When the 

 teacher started asking for students who would volunteer to deliver her homework, everybody froze. Even 

 if she was able to walk on that lake everyday, they all got scared for some reason. I didn't get it 

 personally. I wasn't usually the one to volunteer for these things, but the awkward silence was killing me. 

 "Alrighty then, William. Make sure she gets these papers sometime this weekend." Okay. But don't call 

 me William. I went there after school on Friday, thinking I might as well get it over with. I think she saw 

 me stepping onto that glass, carelessly stomping my feet over that narrow sheet. "Have some caution!" I 

 heard her yell, as I was making my way towards her. "Why? You walk over this lake every day, you've 

 never fallen through!" "It's different for me, you'll just fall through like the rest." I couldn't tell what she 

 was babbling about so I kept treading along, cracks forming as I heard the ground shake. "Idiot! Dummy! 

 You'll get yourself killed!" 

 "So? If I hesitate, I'll just fall anyways, so I might as well get as far as I can!" I honestly couldn't tell you 

 why I didn't fall. Maybe that was the trick, maybe I just had to be stubborn enough to get through. Staci 

 ran out to meet me. "Stop! It's going to crack!" She ran forwards towards me as fast as she could. "  Will 

 you be quiet already? I'm already almost there so shutup!!''  All of a sudden, she froze up. I saw a  certain 

 kind of fear in her eye, one I hadn't seen before. Or maybe it wasn't fear. Perhaps it was bewilderment. 

 She looked around at her surroundings, then looked back at me. Her look was infectious, it spread to my 

 face, and all of a sudden I stopped. I hadn't realized, at that moment, I hesitated. And the ice fell through. 

 Staci had fallen. In the heat of the moment, I ran over to the hole, reached my hand into the freezing 



 water, and fished her out. She lay there, soaked, crying. I brought her to her feet and we both walked to 

 her house. "Thank you, you risked your life for me. Why would you do that, though? It's so dangerous for 

 others, why would you risk coming over here for me?" The question confused me. I don't know if the 

 person who lived on top of a frozen lake should be lecturing me about risky decisions. "Oh yeah!" I 

 exclaimed, and proceeded to pull out some papers. "This is the homework for last week, make sure to 

 get it in once your feeling better." Her look went grateful, to completely sour. "All that...for some 

 homework? Are you serious?" "Well yeah, I didn't think much of walking over here at the time. After all, 

 the ice seemed pretty thick when I was walking." She laughed. "You know what's funny, usually, it's pretty 

 thick for me too." 

 Tall Glass of Lemonade 
 by Vince Justin Domingo 

 Look at me! So delicious, people have me whenever they’re thirsty and I love hearing all the 

 complements. “Ahhhh this is so refreshing,” this is my favorite drink!” I want to give a shoutout to my 

 creator, grandma Betty. Thanks to you, I'm in the home of millions, I get to go to parties, be at sports 

 events, on cruise ships, and in different countries. I’ve won a bunch of awards as well that I like to show off 

 to my fellow beverages. Life is good! 

 Hades 
 by Vince Justin Domingo 

 Hades, the God of the Underworld, a figure who seems to be a feared God, whom people think is linked 

 to evil just because he is the God of the underworld and associated with death. Well as the assistant of 

 Mr. Hades is actually far from the evil, heartless God, people think he seems to be. Prior to being 

 assigned his assistant, I also indeed had these thoughts and assumptions about him. Mr. Hades has such 

 an important role, he makes sure those who have passed are guided to either the underworld or heaven. 

 He deals with the people who have done heinous crimes who put up fights trying to go to heaven, saying 

 their plea to Mr. Hades. He deals with them like a counselor, listening to them, explaining what they did 

 wrong or right during their lifetime, and putting souls into their rightful place. There are certain regions of 

 the underworld in which souls are assigned depending on the severity of the evil things the souls did 

 once they were alive. This is what we call "reflection time," in which he really doesn't enjoy it because of 

 all the stories, confessions, etc. which puts him in a not so good mood. Though Mr. Hades does this 

 because he was entrusted with this duty. 



 Among other responsibilities Mr. Hades has to do is update his book of the afterlife, in which he has to 

 log in people who enter either the underworld or heaven. This is important so that we make sure that all 

 those people that have passed are sent to the correct place, and so that there are no souls still wandering 

 in the land of the living. Now this is a lot of work in which I help him and other assistants. 

 Outside of his responsibilities, he has several hobbies, one of them is playing with his dog Cerberus, 

 although they don't get to play often due to both of them havin responsibilities (Cerberus responsible for 

 guarding the gates of the underworld.) As well as enjoying company with his wife walking around the 

 underworld. He is also quite a jokester, he loves scaring people using his helm of darkness which makes 

 him invisible and jump scares his fellow underworld workers. 

 What saddens me are all the movies and television shows which portray Mr. Hades as a bad person, when 

 in reality he isn't, he is a humble, funny, and hardworking God who is essential in order to make this world 

 function properly. I asked Mr. Hades his reaction to how he is portrayed, and jokingly said, "I'll deal with 

 them when they get to the underworld." He actually enjoys the films how he is portrayed and laughs it off 

 and finds it very entertaining. Mr. Hades is a great God to work under and I was glad I was assigned to 

 him by Zeus. His name has been dragged through the mud but he is nonetheless a God who is 

 exceptional at his job and he truly deserves more recognition. 

 Gods like to be Gods. Mortals don’t like to be mortals. So when Day of 
 Reversal Power dawned on the heavens in the year 2000… 
 by Delaney Donathan 

 I, Athena, Olympian goddess of wisdom and war and the adored patroness of the city of the Ancient city 

 of Athens, awoke to situational chaos from my bedside among the heavens. The sounds of Deities, Gods, 

 and timeless beings floundering around emitted from their adjacent, clouded beds. Today is the day we 

 switch power and domains with a mortal human of our choosing. So when 11:59 PM added a minute to 

 the universal timeline… 

 The new millennium brought a new punch as a transfer of power at midnight. Thousands of human 

 mortals were lined up at the entrance below, each representing vast amounts of beings from various 

 religions throughout existence. The first mortal to cross the golden vineyard to the sky was my chosen 

 mortal Lily Brown. I chose this mortal due to her regular lack of opportunity for influence and untapped 

 vocation of wisdom. I figured if I am going to choose the best mortal for the first Day of Reversal Power, it 

 must be a mortal match for my domain, but also a person who has the opposite opportunity for power – 

 which is none. Our chosen mortals are already starting to arrive for their powerful day in the heavens, 



 while our essences are transferred into the physical bodies of our chosen mortals. Earlier in March of 

 1999, the United Nations unanimously voted on the Day of Reversal Power. 

 In the midst of the evolving 21st century, multicultural Deities and international governing mortals came 

 to a nondisclosure agreement within the United Nations Court. As it was signed and put into secret law by 

 the diligence of the United Nations, this law decrees in full: ‘’The Day of Reversal Power does not 

 relinquish genuine power from beings of immortal influence, but for one singular day every millennium 

 proceeding 2000, the immortal beings involved in any religion or cultural avenue must empathize with 

 humanity and switch roles with one mortal of their choosing.’’ Unfortunately I do not get to see what Lily 

 does with my power for the next 24 hours. I, however, have to embark on a meager college day with 

 philosophy classes and mortal tastings on the campus food court. Lily has plenty of opportunity to 

 explore my domain without preparation. It is vast and heavily detailed in activity. For such an isolated 

 mortal, she has a lot of strenuous activities to do. I had to study her daily life for months in order to 

 master her regular routine and not draw attention to our differing personalities. I am confident in my 

 wisdom and strategy, while she recedes into shyness. My goal for every millennium is to show my chosen 

 mortal that power does not change self-worth, but may help confidence. When Lily and I transfer domains 

 in the golden vineyard: I want her to feel worthy of her wisdom and not compare it to anyone else’s 

 power, but the possibility of her own. 

 Dylan Brown 
 by Delaney Donathan 

 In Dylan Brown’s New York office, he has composed a kingdom of files related to work and personal 

 matters. In his reign as an Accountant Manager, Dylan has constructed a monarchy within his court of 

 interns. In their training, his brave financial warriors were told to not cross the fish tank moat into his 

 office. For in his office, a creak is not a minimal sound. A creak is not a dull sound. A creak coming from 

 Dylan Brown’s office is a horrible sound. For a man as secretive as Dylan Brown, he pushes a fine line by 

 compacting his secrets into one filing cabinet. Taxes, documents, transcripts, and myths of blackmail 

 involving royal neighbors. Mr. Brown will do anything to protect his precious filing cabinet. So in 

 contemporary New York, the only way to dethrone a tyrannical Accountant is to orchestrate a coup within 

 the hall of calculator wizards. As a collective spy network, the courageous interns managed to open the 

 secrets of Dylan Brown’s filing cabinet. From then on, the numerical knights found that nothing is more 

 powerful than a collective people, even more so than going to the Human Resources Department. 



 Death Works The Graveyard Shift 
 by Michael Ford 

 The evening sun vanished under the horizon as I approached the aging cobblestone reception hall. The 

 brief time in this building was my only reprieve from endlessly patrolling the columns of graves that 

 stretched on for miles. I quickened my pace, nearly tripping over my low hanging black tunic as I 

 remembered the writeup I got yesterday for clocking in approximately 4.57 seconds late. The first thing I 

 saw upon walking in was the fresh shipment of coffins piled up to the ceiling. They arrive every day by the 

 thousands like clockwork, and I’m responsible for mapping out a grave site for each and every sorry soul 

 inside. Tonight was especially bad, because whenever the humans get wrapped up in some petty conflict, 

 my life gets harder. I acquired my spade from the wall hook, fired up a lantern, and began my shift. My 

 nights always start the same way. I prowl the graveyard, ensuring every soul is resting peacefully and 

 pacifying any lost spirits, roaming ghouls, or ghosts struggling to accept their deaths. Most of the time it’s 

 quiet, but if I’m lucky, I might find a specter to chat with as a distraction from the repetitious rows of 

 gravestones. My thoughts were interrupted by the wails of someone in the distance and I saw a confused, 

 pale human soul inspecting his transparent arms. “Where am I? What happened to my body?” He 

 shrieked. I walked over to him and he let out a bloodcurdling scream. “Yeah, get it all out now.” I 

 muttered to him. When he finally calmed down he opened his mouth to speak but I cut him off, “Yep, 

 you’re dead.” He nearly collapsed and fell to his knees when I delivered the news. 

 “No…. that can’t be right, I still have to avenge my parents! I remember I met this fairy girl and she-” 

 “Woah pal. Fairy? Are you sure about that?” I asked, figuring he was just overwhelmed after finding out 

 he was dead. 

 “Yeah, we were in a hotel room and then-” 

 “Listen, if you’ve got unfinished business in the world of the living, you’ll have to file a claim with the 

 affairs office, it’s in a cobblestone building a couple miles that way.” I informed him, pointing behind me. 

 “Thanks.” he replied, scurrying off. 

 I finally reached a bare patch of land among the headstones and readied my spade for an intense night of 

 digging. By the time my strength was spent, I had dug ten thousand graves, but I could’ve done triple 

 that if I had a partner. They said everyone else was too spooked to work the night shift, so naturally, I was 

 chosen for the job. With everything I do around here, they still haven’t approved my last 3 requests for a 

 scythe, which would make everything so much easier. Hopefully the fourth one I sent last week will finally 

 be approved. 



 The Strainer 
 by Michael Ford 

 I opened my cabinet to the familiar sight of my favorite strainer. Its sleek metal finish allowed water to slip 

 and slide easily through its many holes. With great care, I hoisted it into the sink, happy that it would be 

 here to witness the most important moment of my life. I enthusiastically turned the stove knob, 

 extinguishing the blue flames under my pot and picked it up. Taking extra care, a tidal wave of boiling 

 water cascaded through the strainer, leaving my noodles intact and ready to eat. I picked up the strainer 

 by the handles, now hot from the water, and shook the remaining droplets out of the pasta and retrieved 

 my biggest and best bowl for this occasion. I held the strainer tightly as I scooped out some noodles and 

 dropped a heaping helping of my Nonna’s gravy onto it. The strainer was shining back at me, as if it knew 

 that tonight was especially extraordinary. I brought the pasta over to my placemat and took in the aroma 

 as I sat down, folding my hands before partaking in the fresh, home cooked meal, thinking about 

 everything I’ve done in my life up until this point. The fork beckoned me, and I immediately took it in my 

 hands and took comfort in eating my millionth bowl of pasta. 

 Back When I Was Pearl 
 by Sarah Gordis 

 Last night I had a dream about him. His red hair that just brushed his chin and crooked teeth with the tiny 

 gap seared their image in my mind; his nonchalance, as he turned away from me as I told him all he 

 would need to know to render me vulnerable, defenseless, weak. It was startling. But he was not really 

 here, that much I know – and I will rest more easily because of that. 

 Mr. W was a man of few, slow, slurred words that dripped from his mouth until he spat them out, sharp 

 and purposeful, like a wad of chewing tobacco into whatever he’d made his silver spittoon. We had been 

 told to never fall in love, and now I knew why. 

 When they handed me the manila envelope with the big red  URGENT  stamp on the front addressed to 

 Pearl Wilcock, I cried alone in that little frontier home he’d built for us. I still remember the feeling of my 

 feet on the cold floorboards and how I knew where each stray nail was that stuck out of the wood and 

 how I never stepped on one, not even once. And I remember the way that the twin sized bed we slept in 

 together creaked with each breath. I touched the blanket on the bed that I’d knitted and thought about 

 the pretty penny he’d paid for that wool from a rancher back in Wyoming. I had known the rules and that 

 getting involved with someone this way was about as much as you could break them. And until that pony 

 rode up to our door, I thought I’d gotten away with it. 



 Once upon a time I’d been an expert at what I did. I was the best in the business. When they’d send me 

 out on assignment, I’d get the job done quickly and quietly and better than anyone else. I’d never been 

 caught, not once. I handled the procedure so well that they’d send me on my next assignment before 

 anyone could suspect a thing. I didn’t even need to wait the standard seven days. But it was the honey 

 that caught me, not the vinegar. 

 The West is my favorite place in the whole world. I’ve been all over, and I’ve seen the world from the 

 dawn of man to the end of time, and nothing beats the Wild West. I know that there are so many things 

 that are better, or more impressive, or more beautiful, but I just love the West. That was my first weak 

 spot. 

 Mr. W was never supposed to cross my path, but I got caught up and the assignment didn’t go as 

 planned. I was meant to prevent a murder from taking place, one that would be a real headache for 

 everyone if I didn’t, but the gang called off their hit the night before it was planned to happen anyway. 

 But that didn’t mean it’d never be back on, so I had to wait until we knew for sure. I was stuck in the Old 

 West, but I didn’t mind, except for the snakes. 

 We met when he fixed up the old wagon that Pearl’s family had kept around just in case. The family I lived 

 with didn’t know that their daughter had to be someone else until she could stop a murder. They didn’t 

 know her real mind was tucked safe and sound in a system that would only come into existence 3000 

 years in the future and outside of their timeline. I tried my best to ease that transition, to play her as 

 accurately as possible, and not make them feel like their daughter has become a stranger or been 

 possessed. I wasn’t supposed to be here for long. I never thought I’d be to blame for stealing someone’s 

 child from them. 

 But Mr. W fixed up the wagon real nice for us, even oiled the saddles and waxed the tarp so it’d keep 

 water out. That was how I knew something was up – it never rained here. 

 “He keeps looking at you,” said Este, my – Pearl’s – sister. She nudged me on the shoulder, smiling as I 

 blushed and looked down. 

 “We need to focus on the laundry, Este,” I said. But she was right. I got to know him like the back of my 

 hand. He’d keep his work real close to our family’s place, and whenever I was outside doing laundry or 

 trying hopelessly to keep the vegetable patch alive, he’d make a point to talk with me. Before that 

 summer was over, I knew him like the back of my hand. 

 But he was leaving when autumn came. The night before he left, he asked me to go with him. I didn’t 

 even think of the assignment. I said yes. I’d never known someone so well. There had never been any 

 time to know someone. And I wasn’t going to let it slip away. 



 We lived on the frontier for months and months. Everything was always changing, but we stayed the 

 same, and that was brand new to me. Every time we had to pick up and leave because the work ran dry 

 or he’d picked a fight or we just got bored, we picked up and left together. There was no procedure 

 waiting to change me into someone else at the end of the line. There was no assignment. There was no 

 life-or-death situation for me to fix all on my own. For once, I had something I could keep. 

 But that wasn’t going to be true forever. I’d forgotten what my real life was. I let myself be Pearl Wilcock 

 and I let her be me. There was no more character, no more script. It was just me and him and the open 

 skies. But when I got that envelope, I felt my heart sink. He wasn’t at the cabin. He was working – that was 

 what he said. I never asked what kind of work. Just work. 

 But the Agency knew he wouldn’t be there. It was all planned. I hadn’t gotten away with anything. 

 I didn’t get to see him again before I left. In a split second, I was back where I’d really come from, 

 somewhere entirely outside of Mr. W’s world and the Wild West and the red Utahn sands and the lunar 

 Wyoming craters. Everything felt colder, even though it’d been snowing so hard it came down sideways. I 

 couldn’t lift my gaze from the floor. 

 The Agency punished me for my transgressions, but I got off light – I was still the best they had, and they 

 thought I would be able to show I was remorseful for my mistake and eager to make amends and prove 

 myself again. So I was on probation, which involved me training new hires and cleaning up their messes, 

 for six months. 

 The worst part about probation was that I had to be here. If I could have had another assignment, maybe 

 I could have forgotten about everything and gotten on with my life and my work. But every night, I lie in 

 my too-big bed and think about him and every beautiful thing the people here couldn’t even imagine. I’ll 

 finally fall asleep and then I’ll dream about him. We’re always outside, and it’s always summer. We sit on a 

 log beside a pond and I get to hear his voice again. I wake up shaking. 

 They told me that he had it out for me. They said he was working for the other side and he knew who I 

 really was. Of course the Agency would say that – everything that goes wrong is always because of the 

 Peripheral Agency. “But guess what,” I want to tell them. “We’re the Peripheral Agency to them, too.” 

 And then I fall back in bed, exhausted from a day of fixing whatever the kids screwed up, and I lie awake 

 in this place that’s too clean, too good, and so, so lonely. 



 Spectator 
 by Sarah Gordis 

 It was 5 a.m. and I’d been up all night thinking about Julien and the time I saw him staring at me. After 

 giving up on sleep that never seemed to come easy in my childhood bunk bed, I decided my time would 

 best be spent trying on all the clothes I’d brought in my single carry-on suitcase. In the spirit of my old 

 bedroom, I figured playing dress-up was the most appropriate option. 

 But I was much more practical now than I’d once been. The black sheath dress I’d brought made me look 

 like I belonged at a business luncheon. My mock turtlenecks in varying tones of neutral gave me the 

 appearance of an overworked secretary. Not fun. I was not very fun. I bet Julien likes girls who are fun. 

 And so I ransacked the closet, looking for the pieces I’d once decided were too gauche or immature for 

 me in hopes of looking as gauche and immature as possible. 

 They caught my eye together: the burgundy crushed velvet dress with embossed skulls and the hot pink 

 lingerie set that I bought on clearance. Perfect. Neither had even fit me quite right – the lingerie was a 

 size too small and the dress was a bit too short – but that didn’t matter for a giddy night of dress up, 

 because if I stood exactly still in one exact position, no one would ever know that these clothes barely fit. 

 And you can do that in a picture. 

 I held my phone in a very specific way, because I was afraid that my fingers would look fat, and I took a 

 dozen photos with my best model scowl. This was silly, which I realized as I let my muscles relax and 

 dropped the very particular pose I’d been holding for my pictures. I peeled off the cheap, itchy clothes 

 that didn’t fit and left them in a pile on the floor. 

 I stood in the yellow bathroom light and looked at my naked body in the mirror. I thought about what 

 Julien might think of my body if he ever saw it. I pulled my skin and tensed and relaxed my muscles, 

 trying to transform my body into an acceptable shape before my very eyes. I wondered how I looked 

 lying down. I posed surreptitiously, hoping I could make the exact body I saw in the mirror look natural if I 

 ever had the occasion to send a scandalous photo. I didn’t like to take, send, or receive them, but I’d like 

 to be able to all the same. I thought of Julien. Julien. Julien. Julien. 

 The sun was beginning to rise, and the apartment faced east. I had been standing in front of the 

 bathroom window in the light, no curtain, and I saw the first slivers of pink and orange begin to appear in 

 the sky. The building was old, built by someone who cared more about aesthetics than privacy, and the 

 windows in the bathrooms matched the windows on the rest of the building. But across the street, which 

 was small, one-way, and dead silent at night, there was a park, and no other neighbors, so I figured my 

 decency would be maintained as I criticized my naked body in the mirror. 



 I’d been staring out the window at the sunrise when I saw her. She was smoking a cigarette on the park 

 bench across the street, wrapped in a thick coat and a deep red scarf, shaking her legs to keep warm. She 

 looked up and met my eye: mine must have been the only window lit on that side of the building. I 

 moved out of view of the window as quickly as possible. She’d met my eye and maybe smiled, or maybe 

 it was a smirk. I thought I heard her chuckle from across the street. I probably imagined it. She just wanted 

 to smoke her cigarette. 

 But I stayed put in the bathroom. I liked how the tile felt against my feet and how the fresh air felt on my 

 skin. I couldn’t sleep, and I wanted to stay out of my bedroom. So I stayed in the bathroom. 

 I was sitting naked on the closed lid of the toilet when I heard him walk up to her, yelling obscenities 

 before the sun had even come up. Well, I hadn’t slept either, so it was late, not early, for both of us. I 

 turned to watch, remaining just out of view. Who wouldn’t? 

 I don’t know why he’d come to see her. It may have been a lover’s quarrel or a drug deal gone wrong. 

 Maybe bad intel or she’d stiffed him a paycheck. I didn’t know, and I still don’t. But I watched as he 

 unwrapped himself from his winter coat and showed her the meaty, beating tumorous growth that hung 

 from his scrawny chest. And I couldn’t see her – he’d backed her towards the building – but he was facing 

 my window directly, and I watched the growth on his chest as it beat, and he interrogated her about it 

 and about whatever it was that she’d done. 

 He got closer to her, and right before it seemed like he was about to do something terrible, he noticed 

 the light coming from my window and looked up at it. In the split second he was distracted, the girl got 

 away from him and dialed 9-1-1. She was frantically shouting where she was into her phone as she 

 searched for somewhere to take shelter from the boy. And he could have gotten away, but he just stood 

 there, bent over with his hands on his knees, retching. He was shaking. 

 I stood up in front of the window, but I’m not sure why. I don’t know that I wanted to see more. But I 

 stood up and looked down at the street that was covered in last night’s rain and one still-burning cigarette 

 butt, a single dot of bright orange-red against the dark pavement, and I looked at the boy. He stared at 

 me for a moment, eyes shifting between my face and my chest, then he ran. And I still stood there. I was 

 watching the sunrise. 

 I heard later that they found a young man with a large tumor that he’d cut off of his own chest with a pair 

 of children’s scissors in a 7-Eleven bathroom. He’d bled to death. But he’d scrawled out a note first, 

 begging someone not to hurt him, over and over and over. 



 Substitution 
 by Kyle Haydon 

 Being a substitute teacher is definitely difficult, but probably not for the reasons you might think. The 

 obnoxious students? Not a big deal. The teachers who don’t leave a lesson plan? No problem. The 

 repeated attempts of shape-shifting alien creatures to invade the school by posing as teachers? Well… 

 that was kind of a major issue. 

 About half the time, substitute teachers really are there for the mundane reasons. Maybe there’s a 

 conference or a meeting the real teacher has to attend. Maybe there’s a family emergency or an event 

 that they have to go to. These are the easy days for substitute teachers, and they know that they should 

 treasure these easy days off. The other half of the time… well. 

 Jean H. Beauregard had been on a streak of uneventful substitute teaching days over the past week. She 

 had been hopping from school to school in the district, teaching various subjects, and all in all, not doing 

 very much. And Jean, or Ms. Beauregard to the students, was sick of it! She wanted to get back in the 

 action. She wanted to kill some aliens. 

 It’s always easy to tell when a Snatcher is trying to infiltrate a school. The victim, AKA the teacher it’s 

 trying to replace, will likely seem rather on edge and on the verge of a mental breakdown for at least a 

 few days before the creature makes its move. In rare cases, this phase can last for up to several weeks. 

 The Snatcher is an expert at staying undetected, but human evolution has trained us to know when we’re 

 being watched. If you ever feel the hairs on the back of your neck rising when you're alone, or 

 goosebumps forming in warm weather, there might just be a Snatcher in the room with you. 

 Once a Snatcher has picked its target, it will swoop in before the teacher leaves for the night and take 

 their shape, usually stowing their victim for storage in a closet or some other out-of-the-way spot. Most 

 schools in America have figured out this pattern by now and closely monitor teachers for the symptoms of 

 a Snatcher. When the time comes, they will call in a substitute teacher to deal with the unruly alien. 

 Jean arrived at Pineview High early in the morning. After getting directions to the correct classroom from 

 a polite office attendant, Jean arrived at room A34. As she approached the door, a wet, rotting smell 

 immediately hit her nose. The smell would have been undetectable to most, but Jean had been 

 extensively coached during her time at the S.U.B. Training Center to smell Snatchers. She smiled. The 

 school was right, it really was a Snatcher. 

 Drawing her N9822Z Carbon Fire Blaster, Jean knocked politely on the classroom door. 



 “Yes, hello?” a gentleman’s voice called back. A moment later the door swung open, revealing a fat, 

 balding man. Jean quickly hid the weapon behind her back. As the Snatcher came closer, the smell of 

 decay grew even stronger. 

 “Mr. Porter?” Jean asked innocently. It was the name that the office attendant had given her. 

 “Y-yes, that’s me.” The Snatcher replied. 

 “You see, that’s the problem, Mr. Porter.” Jean said thoughtfully. “I don’t think you are.” 

 Jean whipped out her blaster, fired once, and disintegrated the Snatcher in an instant. All that was left of 

 the alien menace was a sticky puddle of residue on the floor. She’d call the janitorial department to come 

 clean that up later. 

 Jean entered the classroom and quickly surveyed the area. She found the real Mr. Porter, unconscious and 

 cocooned in one of the classroom’s cabinets. She let the man sleep for now, after all, S.U.B. would need 

 to do a careful mind wipe to remove all his memories of the Snatcher before he could return to teaching 

 the following day. 

 Jean moved behind the teacher’s desk and wrote “Ms. Beauregard'' in big letters on the white board. As 

 first period drew nearer, students began filing into the classroom, and Jean made sure to greet each 

 jovially as they entered the classroom. They didn’t know about the extensive alien plot to take over 

 schools all across America, but they didn’t really need to. 

 You didn’t need to know about any of this either, but maybe, having heard all this, you’ll be a little bit 

 more polite to your next substitute teacher. You may not know it, but they’re risking their lives day in and 

 day out for you and the education system of the United States of America. 

 Tick-Tock, Tick-Tock 
 by Kyile Haydon 

 Everyone handles the end a little differently. I’ve seen people panic for all twelve of their hours. I’ve seen 

 people attack others, themselves, or even me in an attempt to stop the unstoppable. I’ve seen people cry 

 and beg and plead, wasting the precious time they have to demand just a second more. I remember one 

 man picked up a metal rod and tried to slam it through my gears to stop his Count. Even if he could have 

 succeeded in stopping my hands, it wouldn’t have changed anything. I don’t kill these people; I don’t 

 mark them for death. I just tell them when the end is near. 



 I don’t like what I do; I don’t like Counting people down to their end. Nobody likes endings, but without 

 an end, the beginning and the middle lose their value. Is it better to start something and finish it, or start 

 it, never to see it conclude? 

 Even if I don’t like doing what I do, it's my purpose. Counting is what I was made to do. The Creator knew 

 what he was doing when he assembled my gears and my hands so that they ran backwards instead of 

 forwards. He knew what he wanted me to do, and he was my first. The Creator did not try to fight it when 

 his Count started. When he heard my gears start turning and my hands start counting, he did not run or 

 yell or fight. The Creator smiled, poured himself a glass of wine, and sat down. He accepted his ending 

 and waited with me until he slipped away in the night. 

 I chime twelve times. I have a deep, reverberating toll. You could probably hear it from anywhere in the 

 house. I feel a bit sad when I see the girl I’m Counting for now. She’s young, maybe thirteen or fourteen 

 years old. It’s a shame to see one so young go, but I’ve seen younger. The hardest Count I’ve ever done 

 was when a family brought home their newborn baby, and his Count immediately started. The parents 

 begged me. They pleaded with me. I wished I could have given them more time with their baby boy, but 

 I could not. A tear trickled down my copper face when my hands struck zero. 

 It doesn’t take long for the little girl to realize that I’m Counting for her. She’s alone, as she has been for 

 the last few weeks. I don’t know where her parents are, and I’m not sure if she knows either. The little girl 

 starts to cry quietly. 

 Oh, little one. Please don’t cry. 

 I chime eleven times. The little girl is still sobbing. Her whole body shakes as she hides her face in her 

 hands. I’m praying that her family will miraculously return to be with the little girl in her final moments, but 

 I know that they won’t. 

 I chime ten times. The little girl has stopped crying, but she’s still just sitting in the silence. Her face is 

 blank and sullen. I wish I could offer some encouragement, some warmth. I wish I could tell her that it’ll all 

 be OK in the end. I wish I could tell her that there are people who love her, waiting for her in the beyond. 

 Even if she could hear me, though, what would I even say? 

 I chime nine times. The little girl leaves the room. 

 I chime eight times. 

 I chime seven times. The little girl returns at last. She’s carrying a heavy, leather-bound book. What did 

 she choose to read in her last few hours? As the little girl peels open the book, you realize it's a photo 

 album. It’s full of photos of her family. Her parents, still smiling and happy, before they lost their faith in 

 life. The little girl throughout her life. There she is at five years old, clutching an old, stuffed Bunny. There 



 she is at ten, playing on a little league softball team. And there! The very last photo… an innocent baby 

 boy who would not live a single day. 

 I chime six times. The little girl goes and makes herself a sandwich. Stale bread, expired jelly, and extra 

 crunchy peanut butter that hasn’t been properly mixed. It's runny with oil. As far as final meals go, it's 

 probably one of the worst I’ve seen. 

 I chime five times. The little girl disappears and returns with a stuffed bunny. It’s older and rattier than it 

 was in the photo album, but it's definitely the same rabbit. I wish I could thank it for being there for her. 

 I chime four times. The little girl closes her eyes. You can see tears trickling down her cheeks, but it's 

 silent this time. She knows nobody is coming to comfort her, she’s crying for herself. 

 I chime three times. The little girl doesn’t move. I think she may have fallen asleep. 

 I chime two times. My tolling wakes the little girl up. I wish I could quiet myself, but the Creator made me 

 this way. I was hoping that the little girl would be able to sleep until the end, but I just had to ruin it for 

 her. 

 I chime one final time. The little girl writes a note. I can’t see what it says, but it takes her several attempts 

 to find the right words. A small pile of crumpled up paper forms on the floor beside her. I doubt that the 

 note says anything grandiose, but it seems special to the little girl. She seals it and places it in the center 

 of the room, then sits besides it and stares up at my copper face. She stares as minutes turn into seconds. 

 She stares as the seconds count down. She seems tired, but maybe a little relieved too. She closes her 

 eyes as the clock strikes zero. 

 Cookies from Chronos 
 by Ian Jenny 

 Oven mitts, pastel-pink, guide the cookie sheet onto the rack. A timer lets out an impatient peal. The 
 mitts wrap around the edges of the sheet and pull out the cookies. The new dough slides in. The 
 oven timer goes off. Cookies come out crisp and beautiful brown, floating fresh-baked aroma into the 
 air. 

 The oven calls out once more. The dough churns in the mixer. The cookies go in. They come out. 
 The timer goes off. The new batch goes in. It comes back out. In. Out. In. Out. 

 There are other treats at the bakery, of course, but one can never have too many 
 chocolate-chip cookies, Chronos thinks. There are always more cookies to be baked. 



 The little silver bell that hangs over the bakery door will ring soon, so Chronos removes their oven 
 gloves in preparation. Cookies continue to brown in the oven. When the door opens and the bell rings, 
 it will be a young boy and his mother. 

 They are asking for a birthday cake for the boy’s father. She looks tired. 

 Yes, ma’am, Chronos says. Yes, they can have it ready by tomorrow. No, ma’am, it is no trouble at all. 

 They already have the cake assembled in the back. Vanilla with lemon pudding. Sky-blue frosting. A 
 customized icing-inscribed birthday wish that the young boy’s mother has yet to dictate. 

 She is very grateful for their time, she says. Chronos laughs. If there is one thing they have too much of, 
 they say, it is time. 

 And if there is one thing that they can never have too much of, it is chocolate chip cookies, so they place 
 three into a brown paper bag. They gently fold the edges. Free of charge, they tell the boy as they press 
 it into his hand. Really, they insist, it is their pleasure. 

 Chronos does not always hand out free cookies, but the child has always been one of their best 
 customers. He has brought his own daughter into the bakery, and Chronos will have baked them a cake 
 and will press two cookies into the young girl’s hand, and she will become one of their best customers. 

 And the young boy is dead now. His daughter is no longer young, and she is coming into the store to 
 request pastries for his wake. Her eyes are swollen, red with a sadness that Chronos cannot 
 comprehend. 

 They are at the endings of all things, yes. They will see an end to the bakery, to their customers, to 
 themself. But they are also at the beginnings. They see the little boy’s eyes glow as he munches on a 
 chocolate-chip cookie. They see his mother and his daughter as they eat their first cookies, dusting the 
 floor with crumbs. 

 The oven timer squeals, dragging Chronos back to their job. They pull the latest batch out. The 
 cookies look beautiful. Pastel-pink mitts slide a new batch into the oven. There are always more 
 cookies to be baked. 



 An Arm and a Leg 
 by Ian Jenny 

 On the day that I finally learned to love myself, I ended up hopping home in a single brown sandal. 
 Wearing sandals to the Merchant’s den was pretty stupid in hindsight, but it wasn’t the kind of mistake I 
 wanted to beat myself up over anymore. I did, however, want to avoid my mother. My crippling lack of 
 transportation ensured that I would be getting home well after midnight, so I hoped she would be 
 asleep. I hoped, and I hopped. 

 I rounded the corner onto my street and saw that the porch light was on. Damn. I hopped the 
 remaining yards to my front door, cringing at each echoing  thwack  of the sandal against 
 pavement.When I got there, I tried for a second to grasp the doorknob in my right hand, my central 
 nervous system sending phantom signals into empty space. Right. The Merchant. Instead, I pivoted on 
 my remaining foot, and I let myself in with my left hand. 

 My mom sat on the sofa facing the entrance. She had shadows under her eyes, and her hair was 
 messy. She stared at me for a moment. The lonely sandal. The shorn-off right pant leg. The empty pink 
 T-shirt sleeve. 

 “Hi, mom.” 

 Silence. She looked mortified. 

 “So… I made a deal with the Merchant. Well, you probably guessed that already, but— well, I figured I 
 would let you know anyway. Sorry I’m home so late.” 

 “We’ll talk about this in the morning,” she said in a tight voice. She seemed unusually stiff. I was 
 pretty sure she was restraining herself from yelling. I appreciated it; I really did. I hated all the 
 yelling, and once my dad was out of the picture, I think my mom finally understood that. Even still, it 
 had been months since I had seen her this mad. I hadn’t meant to upset her, but I had known the 
 risks. It was worth it. To me, it was worth almost anything. 

 Wherever you go, there’s bound to be a Merchant nearby. They’re solitary and mysterious and so on, but 
 we know enough about them. We know that they’re magic, that they are willing to make trades with us, 
 and that they’re incredibly dangerous. And generally speaking, we know where to find them. 

 Merchants’ tendency to exact blood prices for their boons inspires a lot of panic in some parts of the 
 populace. Suburban parents, in particular, are deathly afraid of that stuff. I couldn’t begin to describe how 
 many assemblies I sat through in elementary school. “Never Deal with a Merchant,” “Mischievous 
 Merchants Make Miserable Minds,” “Don’t Sell Your Soul,” and so on and so forth. The joke was on them, 
 though, because I only ended up selling my sole. 

 Between the PSAs, years of religious pontifications, both of my parents’ repeated warnings, and my 
 general rule-following nature, I probably seemed to my mom like the last person to stray from the 
 straight-and-narrow regarding those mischievous merchants. She just didn’t know everything about me. I 
 love my mom; I really do, but I’ve always been careful about what I tell her. I’m careful with revealing too 
 much to anybody. 



 # 

 I went to the Merchant’s den on a Friday, after school let out. I had bought the address off of somebody 
 that morning for fifty bucks, and I was pretty sure that if I didn’t get down to the den right away, I would 
 never work up the courage to do it. I sprinted to my car (a lime-green Mini Cooper), plugged the 
 address into Google Maps, and I was off. 

 It didn’t take too long to find, although I had to triple-check the little scrap of paper that kid had slipped 
 me, because the place looked nowhere near as cryptic and mysterious as I would expect. The Merchant’s 
 den was downright ordinary; it really was. Just a normal piece of suburbia sitting at the end of a 
 cul-de-sac. There was even a little garden with hydrangeas and tulips and so on planted out front. It was 
 normal on the inside too, full of furniture and kitchen appliances and so forth. I never expected that from 
 the Merchants. Grow up hearing about the magic aliens who steal your flesh, and you would kind of 
 forget that they need places to live, too. 

 The Merchant looked up as I entered. I hadn’t knocked or anything. I figured Merchants would be used to 
 unannounced comings-and-goings. This one was wearing a brown cloak that concealed his whole body, 
 with a plain white mask covering his face where the hood left an opening.  He  looked cryptic. It was a  nice 
 contrast with the rest of the house. “Mysterious wizard” paired really well with suburbanite décor. 

 He got right down to business, and he asked me in a rough voice what it was that I sought. 

 “Well, this is kind of awkward, because I don’t really know how abstract you guys can get, but I was sort 
 of hoping, well…that you could make me happy?” 

 He tilted his head, but he didn’t say anything. I fidgeted for a second, then decided to fill the silence. 

 “Well, it’s not that I’m  never  happy, I guess. I’m  just a nervous person, and I feel really alone a lot of 
 the time because there’s not anybody I really feel like I can talk to. I mean, my mom is great and all, 
 but things aren’t perfect between us, and I don’t really want to tell her about any of the embarrassing 
 stuff I’m saying now because, well, I guess… I guess I don’t really like myself very much. And I’m 
 scared that nobody else will, either.” 

 My eyes were burning, but I didn’t cry. I did not cry. 

 “So, basically, to sum it all up, I want to like myself. To be happy with who I am.” 

 I couldn’t see his eyes under that mask, but I felt like he was gazing at me. Into my soul, if I have one. 

 “It could be done.” 

 “How much would that cost?” 



 Ruminations 
 by Jessica Kilburn 

 You’re two seconds away from lighting your boss’s desk on fire and quitting in the way that everyone 

 fantasizes about. You wish you were more like Allison when she went off her meds. Now she went out in a 

 blaze of glory. The bar was set, and now you wish to top it.  You want to start by jumping up on his desk 

 and screaming a line of expletives at him that would make a Hells Angel blush. You want to tell him all of 

 his faults and flaws and ineptitudes. The office is still pissed at him about the sweetheart flower lady he 

 got fired. Plus no one believes he had a vacation scheduled for the one year, at the same exact time that 

 Jennifer took her maternity leave. He still brings it up to make her feel guilty and her son is three. “I know 

 you’re not this dumb,” he said to you, his words still rattling around in your brain, making you grind your 

 teeth, “go file this correctly.” You desire to leave this beige, hellish landscape behind in a raging inferno 

 with spectacular flames licking the corrugated tile ceiling and burning this desolate wasteland of suffering 

 to the ground. Depressingly, you’re too rational and unmedicated for this. So instead, you get up from his 

 desk and file the stack of papers “right”, in the long row of sandy colored metal filing cabinets that 

 stretch to infinity and beyond. Because no, you’re not “dumb”, but you are human. They go in the filing 

 cabinet next to the folders labeled: “Pride” and “Dignity”. Just file it all away under “Unspoken Words” 

 and then things can go back to normal. 

 The Emotives 
 by Jessica Kilburn 

 Mother says that our generation is lucky, that our genetic mutation is a blessing. A whole generation of 

 now young adults wearing their heart on their sleeve. Some might think this makes us more vulnerable, 

 and it does, but Mother says it also makes us strong. We have to be careful who we let around us, trust 

 and care around a most vital organ is important. I notice we’re especially tender and trustful of each other, 

 Mother says that’s a wonderful thing. Mother says it will be our generation that saves humanity. We sure 



 did make it hard for Old Men with antiquated ideas about differences, what with all of our hearts exposed 

 and so alike. No, their ideas don’t sit well with us. 

 Imagine how surprised the doctors and scientists were when we were born. Mother and I like to 

 look at pictures of my birth from time to time, and the shocked faces my father accidentally captured with 

 his camera. It makes us giggle to see the way the doctor looks, like his eyes might pop out of his head. It 

 reminds us of a cartoon. Only the feet of the nurse who fainted are visible in the far-right corner of the 

 picture, the rest of her body lies just outside of the frame. On the day I was born, it was pretty scary, but 

 it’s okay to laugh now Mother says. Life is like that sometimes. 

 My father doesn’t agree with us in regard to the pictures being funny. He looks at us quite sternly 

 when we go on. He worries about me a lot. My mutation has made him very guarded. Mother said he 

 wasn’t always that way, he just cares for me so much. He believes I should be at home, protected. He 

 believes that I’m fragile. He doesn’t see what Mother and I see. That I’m fragile, but careful. That I take 

 care with not just my own, but everyone’s heart. Whether inside their chest or on their sleeve. I 

 understand more than anyone how fragile life is. 

 That’s why Mother says it’s so important that we are out there in the world, reminding people of 

 that, and I tend to agree. Of course, I get hurt more than others who don’t wear their heart on their 

 sleeve, but as scary as getting back into the world is after some close call or minor incident, it's necessary. 

 To show people that you can be vulnerable and strong. To show that we can be different and the same. 

 To shine my light wherever I go. As Mother says, so I can change the world. 

 Sure, some days it feels like the weight of the world is on our shoulders. Especially when I’ve had 

 a particularly low day. One where someone doesn’t see the beauty of my mutation for what it is. Where 

 someone’s own heart is locked up in a cage forged of agony and bone. I know what they really want is to 

 set their own heart free, wear it on their sleeve (metaphorically of course), but they don’t know how. So, 

 they take their pain out on me. But it’s okay, I can take it. 



 Time ticks at dusk. 
 by Victoria Lopez 

 Time ticks at dusk. The unknown glistens under the moonlight. The city is ready for the peril that cracks 

 silences between mazed streets, tattered by outsiders. A bright light signaled miles high in the sky beams 

 like the sun. She perched on the highest sky tower and looks up. A call not ignored. The city depends on 

 her. She puts on her cape, a face to cover that perks her bat ears as she becomes one with the dark. From 

 the utility belt, shoots of a grappling gun latched on the high-rise that looks like effortless flying that 

 might’ve tricked superman for a race. The cowl lenses turn on into night vision mode, one click of the 

 alarm ignites the engine. Her mobile roars with ferocity, ready for action. Zips through the city in a light 

 flick flashing red, passerby stares motionless, "What is that thing.” A call dispatch relays, a car flipped 

 twice with two passengers near the off-ramp of a freeway. The Batmobile spreads its wings as it glides in 

 the air from one steep street to another in the blanketed San Francisco fog. Faster and faster the vehicle 

 speeds, flames burst out like dormant lava. Left and right, she swerves in and out of traffic, and light 

 beacon still beaming high in the sky, alarming drivers to move out of lanes so it can clear an empty road 

 as the Batmobile takes over both sides. The loud and obnoxious sirens echoes in waves to the north and 

 south that glowed the city red gave light in tucked alleyways. As her bat computer signals the location 

 feet away, she deploys a parachute, gripping velocity, spreading like a bat coming out of a cave for its 

 nocturnal hunt. Her hunt is saving lives. Batmobile stops at a halt, anchors the machine and her boots 

 unlatched from the gas pedal, fiercely rushing to the victims. Her white eyes light back onto night vision 

 mode, and only can see the driver pry open the passenger door, the car flipped with no original shape. 

 She shoots her grappling gun towards the willow tree and latches to zip her flies to the incident. The 

 driver, a short stalky brunette fellow, thrust his body out of the way to not be hit as he stares in shock that 

 it was Batwoman who came to the rescue, “Are you ok kid,” she asked. “I can’t believe this, you! You’re a 

 mythical legend, and y…y…yeah I’m fine but not my friend Joyce, she’s in the car!” he nervously shouts 

 as if he saw a ghost. Her left arm lifts, the pneumatic mangler slicing through on the passenger door with 

 one swift elbow, mangles the door open and sees the girl unconscious but stable. She sees breathing. 

 Once more, Batwoman cuts around the base of the passenger seat to the glove compartment that 

 wedged her left foot in-between, and the bones lacerated her skin, cushions her backward to bring her 

 out. The grass is dewy, and the smell of burnt crisp lays Joyce on the ground. From her utility belt, an 

 oxygen mask she removes, places it on her face, and wraps the wound, “Is she going to make it,” he says 

 tearfully. “She will, Joyce is in shock, but she’ll make it.” Batwoman pulls out a small flashlight from the 

 gadget belt and flickers the light left to right on her face, flutters her eyes, her pupils open, and the alarm 

 rings, 3:30 pm. The hospital gave her an extra hour of sleep, been a while since the hospital gave her a 

 night shift. Batwoman wakes up half an hour early to drink her cup of coffee and watches the 4 o’clock 



 News before her scheduled shift. Crash reported on Presidio Parkway, two passengers in a rollover 

 accident at 5 am, one passenger uninjured and the other with head trauma and a foot laceration safely 

 make it to a hospital, dropped off in an unidentified flying object. A long smirk stretches across her face, 

 twirling the creamer in her coffee as she walks to the bedroom to put on her Batsuit. 

 Temporary Tattoos 

 by Victoria Lopez 

 I fell in love with temporary tattoos, the look, and feel of getting attention from my classmates at the 

 middle school that barred me from social groups until I was no longer unnoticeable. One was mostly of 

 flowers, like hibiscus or golden sunflowers that stretched along my forearm that stopped at my sleeve so 

 teachers won't think of me as a rebel, but I was or wanted to be. My best friend Mary wanted in on the 

 action so she bought similar designs from the consignment store that displayed them near the register by 

 the masks as if Halloween was never dead. 

 We walked into the school, not to get ready for a talent show, but to tell all the kids Me and Mary 

 declared to be the coolest ones on campus. Mary rolled up her jean sleeve, the skin blushing underneath 

 its suffocation, and the blue button I pulled off from my long sleeve shirt drooped over the wrist, tucked it 

 two times, and peeked for attention. “Did it hurt?” Juan wondered how me and Mary, only thirteen, were 

 able to sneak into a tattoo parlor and buzz at our skins without an ID, only young adolescent faces. “Sure 

 did!” replied Mary, as she doesn’t lose her posture to this answer that might’ve taken two minutes longer 

 to say. “Four needles, at the same time, and the needles were big!” I went back to the same dilapidated 

 consignment store near the willows every two weeks, buying the same sheet of tattoos. I came in right 

 after the owner restocked near the register and was fresh to grab the new sheets, never touched only by 

 me and this sheet I haven’t seen. It was a monarch butterfly, stretched wings that touched one end to the 

 other end of the plastic wrap, rustic like the sunset and black, streamlined inkblots, filling in the outlines of 

 its polka-dotted white eye, and antennae perked as it signals its way out of the paper. “Did you find 

 everything you were looking for?” said Anne worried that I lost my voice when I picked up the sheet. 

 “Yes, found what I needed. Thank you, I’ll buy this one.” I grabbed the wet sponge, soaked it against my 

 chest, put the paper over it, soaked it again. The monarch butterfly made its way out with its large 

 tweezer-like antennae. I put on a V-neck navy blue shirt and looked at the mirror, smiling cheek to cheek. 

 Not one head looked away. As I walk down the red carpet of the hallways, ready for the cameras to flash 

 and I pose like posh, knowing my picture will be on the front cover of a magazine one day or on the page 

 of the back of the yearbook where we get to show off our tattoos. Mary couldn’t believe what she saw, 

 eyes struck the monarch with its stretched wings flapping her hair from her brows through my sheer 

 V-neck blue that gave air and sky, “I don’t like where you put it. Does it even come off?” Four weeks go 



 by, and it doesn’t even come off. No fade or broken lines, perfectly black and bold, the tar soaked in my 

 skin and rustic orange shaded two tones lighter as it flies by the sun, kissed with a glow, and lands back 

 on my chest. I scrubbed and scrubbed, but the darn butterfly didn’t want to go. I yelled at the top of my 

 lungs, telling it to go away and leave my skin. I stopped scrubbing to let the skin breathe, then my eyes 

 blinked three times, and off it flew. Away from the hose that showered it clean so that it no longer needed 

 water for the journey. I looked down on my chest; a lump swelled red, the outline of a butterfly. 

 A change 
 by Elk Nothmann 

 "It's funny isn't it?" 

 "theoretically yes" 

 "theoretically? It's ironic!" 

 "if you say so" 

 She's 3 and blissfully unaware. The beads on the abacus clicking together on one another, no pattern to 

 be seen but one nonetheless. Each bead holds a power. A power the child isn't aware they have. This 

 abacus is old. Too old for anyone to remember the origin except its creator. Theories have been 

 speculated but with no truth. So now it resides with the child and the child knows the truth. But for how 

 long? It wasn't always an abacus. Its had many forms but this specific one? This is the one of greatest 

 power. The beads are a variety of color each a different representation of something dark. The pattern 

 she weaves with the beads is an invisible one. It's pattern won't go into effect right away. For the planning 

 of future doesn't mean it will come crashing upon you in seconds. The future is slow and quick. Slow for 

 humanity but quick or unending even for a piece like the abacus. Its determined the up and downs. It will 

 only ever lose its power when broken but a relic is treated with respect so there's no worry of that. A small 

 crack forms. 

 Some time has passed now and the girl has forgotten long ago the truth to join the rot below the tree 

 roots. The abacus had been passed from family, hand, and hope once again. It now resides with another 

 child, this one 5. Just at the cusp of forgetting. He hasn't touched the abacus in a fair amount of time but 

 occasionally dragging his fingers across the beads instead of harp strings just for a different sensation. He 

 misses the comfort of the beads even if he isn't fully aware of the fact because the beads miss him. The 

 beads need a host, a home, a human being. One without the guilty conscience or knowledge of what 

 they're doing. For that reason young children make the best candidates, beings of no true consciousness 



 except one it can manipulate and shape. They always forget because if they remembered the power it 

 would be too dangerous. There is a reason for it to be passed around from generation to generation. But 

 as he's brushing his hands against it. The piece falls. Another crack forms, a slightly bigger one. 

 Now it sits in a museum. High on its podium longing for a child. It sees them walk past but unable to be 

 used behind its glass case. It waits hopefully for the day. Years and Years pass and it knows the time is 

 limited. Time is slow but quick. Now time has caught up with the abacus and it knows it. Its glass box is 

 removed from behind and it is taken to be shown for children. children sweet children it knows one will 

 ask to use it. And one does. A clumsy child. Who drops it. Then it breaks. beads scattering. Death is very 

 final. 

 Warnings 
 by Elk Nothmann 

 she should’ve listened. she’d been told before “keep your eyes peeled”. For what? nothing ever 

 happened here. Nothing except dull days and long nights. she should’ve listened. because now here she 

 is. so scared. so alone. no one is coming. she's accepted that. no one’s going to save her. she’s already 

 screamed till her throat bled as if a grater had been rubbed on the inside leaving ribbons of flesh. all that 

 is heard now is the scared breathing of someone who thought she was grown but has been reduced to 

 nothing but a little girl. who would envy the girl. not even past her 20th summer. She's terrified. shaking 

 more than an innocent on the guillotine. she hears a crack, a slither. it’s back. no. please. don’t let it be 

 back. then it reached out. a warm slimy limb wrapping around her leg. it’s peculiar how even when you 

 think you can’t scream anymore it erupts from the deepest of pits. 

 she felt it slide against her face, a suction cup pulling at her cheek. a tremble wracks her body. she can 

 scream and cry all she wants. no one. will come. she shuts her eyes tight hoping maybe it will provide 

 mercy. she should’ve listened. its limb grazes over her eyelid. she jerks back from it. the texture. it’s 

 familiar but unknown. the texture of rotten flesh oozing puss left out to ferment. it seems to enjoy this. 

 taunting, tempting, teasing. how can she get away. help. someone. anyone. and still no one comes. it 

 begins to peel. 

 everyone has a pain tolerance until they fight. is it due to an animal instinct? fear? hope? it starts with the 

 eyelid. it doesn’t peel it in the sense of a banana. a clean, straight, thorough peel but rather one of an 

 orange. the skin teared bit by bit. it felt as if someone had taken a fall and ripped their skin apart for a 

 scab to form. no scab will form. she screams. the pain is blinding. but is it really? she can see. she has her 

 eyes peeled open doesn’t she? but that isn’t enough. she must learn. must learn must learn MUST 

 LEARN. it’s oh so gentle in its lessons. it delves into her eyeball next. it’s tentacle limb starting 

 underneath. loosening it. prying it. harvesting it. it rips out slowly. the membranes and veins that connect 



 it snapping like fresh cheese when spread. she can’t see now. how ironic. she’s convulsing, sweat 

 dripping, if she had an eyelid anymore it would be spazzing. and the blood. running. how she should’ve if 

 she’d just kept her eyes peeled. it drips into her mouth. wide open. screams of true pain. a guttural 

 scream. one no human could ever forget. the blood is salty. but more than that. it tastes of fish. a 

 disgusting salty, smelly, fishy taste. what is this she thinks. what is this monster of sea? of sewer? of 

 forgotten disparity? why me? 

 how funny. only now she’s wondering why her. she’s a straight A student. loved by many, popular and on 

 top of the social hierarchy. she’s never needed to look out. she’s the best always having others look out 

 for her. why her? she’s never had a bad word for someone unless they’ve hurt someone. always respected 

 teachers and parents. never stepped out of line unless it was for the better of others. so why. her. she 

 thought by now it would’ve had its fun but alas it’s not always that easy. it’s still tugging, digging, 

 searching. until the final snap. a limp tendon. hanging on like pasta. her eye sitting there. bulging. like an 

 egg yolk. waiting to burst. curious as to why when peeled the texture is different, like that of the whites of 

 citrus sugared. jerky even. the pain as ironic as it is even more blinding. it causes her to jerk, fight, 

 attempt to escape. her heart is beating so quick. like that of a bird trapped in a cage desperate. 

 now, now she fights. but this thing won't let up so easy. it's hard to fight. even harder to fight with one 

 you know. but what if you don't know that you are fighting someone. someone of hunger. its arms twist, 

 grabbing, suctioning. so she kicks, writhes, lashes. it's hard but easy. the pain causing her to snap but the 

 strength of another deafening. it's intriguing how the one denied is the older of demands. 

 Infinite Space 
 by Angel Raie 

 "Good lord, where am I to leave?!" Screaming into the infinite darkness, he shuddered a little. He could 

 not physically scream, for his vocal cords had felt snipped out with surgical precision. All of his words were 

 merely stepping stones on a luminous pristine lake, the unknown earth pitch black. The further he 

 wrapped himself in his reality, the further away he was to finding an exit. The lake, when he dared to step, 

 evaporated into piano keys fivefold the size of coffins, strung by nothing in sight but the dark; with every 

 step, another looming tap, the sound gliding for no one's ears. The great hall of keys turned into a 

 monologue of his begging in his lack of speech, words white and black. He's never been one to talk, yet 

 he's never stumbled over his words quite in such a manner until now. Perchance he should plead insanity, 

 he would become none the wiser. So without hesitation, or control, he grew the perspective of his own 

 pupils, and prayed to escape from what may actually be Hell. 



 "I.. I don't know what happened. One minute, I was playing Piano. The next, I drifted my mind 

 somewhere to lift my daily burdens. I nearly planted my face in the music because I was so bewildered 

 what happened next." That was the best explanation for this kind of phenomenon. Oddly, I am not 

 alienated from this experience. My best friend had cast away the story as an overreaction- I wonder yet, if 

 they understood exactly what I encountered. They must have misinterpreted this to be another 'flaberge' 

 of a royal train wreck. I am not different from many in the slightest. When it is freezing in winter, I sit down 

 with a fuzzy blanket. When it is not freezing, I do not freeze. Yet I seem to freeze every single time I find 

 myself suffering. All I seek is peace of mind, and instead, I find my mind in pieces. Just as the tide must 

 rise and fall, my calm finds a way to shore itself into calamity. I do not believe I'm asking for much, as I 

 have a very stable life outside of this conundrum. It's not a favor that I can ask of my neighbors, nor is it 

 something that I go into very much detail in late-night Skypes with my mother. It's simply a controlled fire 

 that burns in my eternal and silent chaos. I now prefer the winter, just because of the heat I feel after 

 experiencing such disasters. I've grown accustomed to the cold of my panicked sweat. I don't know how I 

 will ever solve this- It's just this... controlled fire. That's the only way I know how to convey it. Sometimes 

 it's managed, and sometimes it calls my attention-- more attention than I would like. It's now enveloped 

 my entire home, such as when I simply sit to observe the fireplace. Off to bed again I go, hesitantly. And 

 repeat the night all over again. 

 Darkness 
 by Angel Raie 

 The reason I grew up in darkness you may ask? I simply didn't need the light. The light of morning and 

 afternoon sufficed, whereas the night did not. I stared aimlessly into the cracks of paint in the apartment 

 walls, dimly lit by a single hallway light, to the point I thought I saw purple. And then I would shift my 

 attention to the familiar unknown, the living room, of which I could not see a single detail beyond the rug. 

 Some children grow accustomed to the light, where they are assured from discomfort. But the child in me 

 yearned to achieve the infinite possible in shadow, where I could meditate, ponder, stargaze... When 

 mother and father were asleep, I turned the lights off early, just to think. I can recall, even I had that 

 common fear of the unknown before, yet it casted a charming silence. Gazing deeper, I sometimes got up 

 and reached my hand into that darkness. Twisting back, I turned off that hall light behind me occasionally 

 since it was the last one to burn with life beyond midnight, and observed simply in awe how pitch black 

 my entire universe downstairs was. It was lonely-- it was bittersweet. I savored it. When the sun washed up 

 on the horizon to stroke my blinds that very same morning, someone had replaced that dimming hallway 

 lightbulb I saw on the table. It was nothing more than a novelty- but I kept it so. 



 The Convenience Store Worker 
 by Jennafer Rippee 

 Sanjeet had almost completed his twelve month assignment and the burden was growing.  He flipped the 

 sign to “CLOSED” and turned off the convenience store lights.  One hour in 24 when things went quiet 

 and the neighborhood wasn’t flowing through his space with endless soft drinks, potato chips, cigarettes 

 and lottery cards.  Fried food smells clung to the vest he hung up next to a discreetly hidden door.  Two 

 steps inside and the cool breeze refreshed his tired limbs as he sat before the strange monitor.  All day he 

 had listened to the steady flow of discord and goodwill in bits of conversations and arguments. He felt 

 the pains and the needs of this community as only a parent can know their child.  The keyboard clicked 

 away under his fingertips as each dialogue came back and was recorded with names for posterity.  Some 

 actions burdened his mind, while others brought back a snicker of hilarity.  People could be funny– thank 

 goodness– and also good from time to time.  The lonely looking student who called him by his name 

 today?  Yesterday he had lent her a few pennies to buy a breakfast bar.  Oscar who lived on the cement 

 pad behind the store really needed a shower and a warmer coat.  It all went into the database and soon 

 he would know if he was chosen.  It was an awful burden, but everything worthwhile always is.  Last 

 January the shocking scarlet envelope had arrived, and after a day’s deliberation he knew he would 

 accept.  So here he was waiting and doing his work, always carefully checking it two times before 

 submission. December days building into an anticipation that kept him from sleeping when he was able. 

 Then the harrowing call came from up North and his hand shook with the voiced news.  “I will accept” 

 was all he heard himself reply as he followed the eleven o’clock orders– pressing the glittering button that 

 had been staring at him all year.  From his dark chamber he flashed forth, and blinking his eyes found 

 himself in the vast color-filled warehouse he had long imagined.  With welcomes of gratitude he was 

 quickly directed to a room to change into his uniform, perfectly suited and be-furred to brave the 

 elements. His heart leapt with excitement and nerves as he was escorted to his assigned vehicle– 

 dazzlingly crimson and gold plated– and then given complex instructions for the evening’s agenda. Finally 

 inside, the global monitor was queued up with directions ready to be given by verbal command.  The 



 tinkle of tiny bells mixed with the stomping and snuffing on display before him in glorious wonder.  So 

 Sanjeet Nicholas, gripping the leather reins, made the ancient call, and up and away he flew to bless the 

 hurting world for one night. 

 Filed Away 
 by Jennafer Rippee 

 It had been sitting there for six months and it needed to go home.  Well, to its new home at least.  It was 

 left behind and lurking here where I could see it everytime I glanced from the family room into the small 

 office that was now mine.  I had always said I wanted an office — a space of my own to hide away a little 

 bit — to keep my special things and take care of business.  I never had much business that didn’t revolve 

 around the kitchen or the dining room table, feeding kids and helping them with their homework and 

 other basic yet crucial life moments.  It would be nice to move those messy piles of crafts and paper in 

 there.  They had been collecting yearly on the counter like sand dunes that I peered over to watch my 

 children grow — first sprouts, now lanky teens.  From five stools, those familiar faces had always been 

 looking back at me–– mostly me.  But I’m looking over at that office door and that tall dark filing cabinet. 

 It sits full of mysterious papers and documents that have been the cold backbone of our former lives.  He 

 put them all in there, in nice organized folders — the business that kept him away twelve hours a day, 

 weekend meetings, business investments — who knows? Outside those metal walls, we were the outliers 

 that messed with every well planned day and night,  the messy life and blood and tears that did not 

 follow projected outcomes or settle for monthly reports.   Always too unwieldy for proper organization. 

 So he filed himself away. 

 I called him at his new home and he came to pick up the cabinet one day and now there’s a deep imprint 

 left on the carpet in that corner.  And every day I walk in that small office and try to get organized. I’ve 

 considered changing the wall color or hanging a picture, organizing my things onto those empty shelves– 

 anything to make it my own.  But those indentions are still there.  I wonder if they’ll ever go away. 



 Pearlescent 
 by Hannah Rosen 

 The water still will not run clear. You strain the memories, each perfectly encapsulated in their own little 

 pearl, over and over and over, swirling the colander in circles under the faucet. You can't remember, 

 maybe cool water will help the colours fade? Or is that supposed to keep the colours from fading? You 

 can’t remember, but anything to erode these flashes back into grains of sand. You coast your hands 

 through the waves, massaging the rubble with your fingertips, and the lavender dish soap, and the water. 

 No matter what trick you try, you are still jewels in so many others’ crowns at once. In the frat house, with 

 someone’s knee between your thighs and lips on your neck. In the play-structure, with another someone’s 

 hands vanishing into the midnight velvet of your dress. In your own bed, with another someone’s fingers 

 taking the scenic route along the shoreline of your hips and waist. You grind your knuckles as a pestle into 

 each, into the drinks and the consents you did not give and the memories that will not wash or be 

 mended away. You strain through them, over and over and over, watching the skins of the pearls steam 

 raw. You worked so hard to be these, called on Venus for every ounce of pressure and grit and 

 compassion to compress all this into something of beauty. Something desirable, something worthy, 

 something whole. And now, you are ready to return to the ocean: a collection of rock and fossil and glass, 

 worn smooth and small, expansive as you stretch your peace miles along the crust of the earth, flushed 

 from your perfection through the sieve and down the drain. 

 Lemonade 
 by Gretchen Scott 

 “Hey Lana! Get me another lemonade.” 

 “Get yourself another fucking lemonade.” 

 I love it when she talks to me like that. 

 From his perch on the dock, Lenny can scan the boat traffic, watching to make sure things are running the 
 way they should. He doesn’t like what he sees today. Carlo is late with the delivery and the harbor police 
 are out in full force. 

 It’s too late in the day to be dealing with this shit. Can’t I drink my sugar free crystal light lemonade in 
 peace for once? What I really should do is go inside and throw all of those stupid little packets away. Toss 
 the whole box right in the bin, leave it on top where she will see it if she ever bothered to take out the 
 trash. I’m on a diet. She’s put me on a diet and has told me that she will leave me if I don’t lose some 
 weight. So instead of drinking my beer, or even regular lemonade, she’s got me on these chemical 
 packets mixed in water. The disgusting stuff doesn’t even dissolve. And I’ve had it. No more of this shit. 
 She can leave me if she doesn’t like the weight. It’s not that much, just a touch around the belly, 
 something you get when you get older. Show me one guy my age without a belly, and not some kind of 
 jackass mountain climber marathoner, and I’ll show you a guy without a pot to piss in, who hasn’t worked 
 a day in his life. 



 Monkey Mind 
 by Gretchen Scott 

 Yoga has barely started and I am already trying to maneuver myself into twisted chair pose, feeling my 

 belly blocking the way for my elbow to find the outside of my opposite knee. The side of my belly 

 pressing firmly against my upper thigh, completely blocking the way. I am stuck, trying to breathe, feeling 

 bad about myself. 

 Mary’s soothing voice breaks my train of thought. 

 “Thank yourself for showing up to class today, finding your way to your mat. Today, let’s notice when our 

 thoughts wander, when our monkey minds clicks in. When it does, acknowledge the thought, then let it 

 go and come back to the mat, to your breath.” 

 I notice that my monkey mind is busy analyzing the size and shape of my belly fat. 

 “Ok, exhale, Hands to the floor, forward fold, inhale. Let your head hang, rag doll. 

 Monkey mind wonders if my leggings are the see-through kind I read about in the news. I’m imagining 

 the view, black underwear against soft, peach-colored, dimpled flesh. Would a different color underwear 

 have been a better choice today? 

 “Inhale. Jump or step back to plank.” 

 Monkey Mind jumps back to this morning when I tried to tell Mabel, before she rushed out the door for 

 school, backpack over one shoulder, to-go coffee mug in one hand, staring at her phone in the other, that 

 her skirt hem was tucked up into her new and completely opaque bike shorts she wears underneath her 

 skirts.  Her adolescent glutes and thighs for all to see. 

 “What mom? I have to go.” 

 “I just wanted to tell you that your…” 

 “Ok, I’ve got to go, see you later,” her voice rising at the end. 

 “Ok, I love you,”  as the door slams closed. 

 Through the front window, I watch this child throw her backpack into the passenger seat and start her car 

 while typing furiously into her phone. Will she put it down? Will she see the elderly neighbors on their 



 daily walk, crossing the street in front of her, as she races to make it to school on time? I see them wave to 

 her, I don’t see if she waves back. 

 My heart gets into a car and drives away, and I hope I’ve said the right things, taught her well enough so I 

 never get that call from the highway patrol. 

 Plank hurts so much today. My whole body is shaking. I want to put my knees down. Sweat is dripping 

 onto my mat and I wish this would end. 

 “Remember, the pose starts when you want to get out of it,” Mary croons. 

 Monkey mind wonders, is that also where parenting starts, when you want to get out of it? 

 Finally, blessed savasana. My eyes are closed, monkey mind is quiet. 

 Mary comes to my mat and whispers, “You are strong. You are enough, You are beautiful,” and I start to 

 cry. 

 Get Something Off My Chest 
 by Ashlyn Storey 

 Sleep wrapped around me and quietly tugged me down into the mattress. Stay in a little longer. Her 

 weight pulled my eyelids shut and made my limbs go slack. I could not lift my head off the pillow. How 

 could I leave when I am so comforted by her embrace. 

 But my alarm swatted away sleep’s loving arms and shocked me out of my rest. How tempting to just 

 touch the orange snooze button. Just a little longer. Her arm reached over and felt that button for me. 

 The room quieted once more and I allowed sleep to take me again. I slipped back under the waves of my 

 bed and let her tide take me out. I immersed myself in the sound of my own breathing, in the rhythmic 

 rise and fall of my chest. I was taken out to sea once more and wrapped in the warmth of her grasp. 

 When the blaring alarm came through again I knew it was time to wake up. I sat upright and fell asleep 

 pull at me still. Please stay. Her arms tightened around my chest and hung there, sitting like a dead 

 weight on top of me. I pulled myself out of bed and tried to shrug her off. My steps to the bathroom were 

 slow and uneven, each spaced further apart than the next. I could not stand under her weight. Pulling me 

 down with such force. Her pulling was no longer wanted, for I had long since exited the ocean of my bed. 

 I was being pushed over. I was being shoved now onto the shores. The waves lapped over me as I clawed 



 away from her grasp, scraping my hands on the sand. Come back to me. She would not let go of me. Her 

 arms stayed firmly wrapped over my chest and wrestled me in. How could I ever escape her grasp? Taking 

 every step with the intention of shaking her off, I could begin to wake up fully. It was only when she 

 began to weaken I could walk straight again. 

 The day grew brighter and her grip around my chest faded into a distant memory. Nothing pulled on me 

 anymore, and I was freed. To live in the absence of her weight on my eyelids brought my forgetfulness. 

 Throughout the day, I would not remember how she had wrestled with me that morning. But then the sun 

 would set and again she would emerge: Creeping in slowly, with a hand over mine. Her grip tightened 

 again. My bed called me over. She was sweet this time, though. She did not force me down. Sleep would 

 settle in kindly tonight. 

 She would offer herself as a refuge after this day, and I would want nothing more than to go with her. 

 Tomorrow would bring her same grieving and pulling as the day before, but tonight she was with me 

 kindly. Tonight she would settle onto my chest and be welcomed. 

 Grandfather, Clock 
 by Ashlyn Storey 

 It took everything in me at that moment not to scream. I wanted to rip the stupid clock away from the 

 wall. I imagined myself taking it by the sides and pulling with such force that the old rose wallpaper would 

 show through. It groaned and ticked, the silver pendulum swaying with the passing seconds. I could cry 

 and tear my hair away from my scalp and the ugly thing would still count away the minutes I sat there. 

 The grand clock had a looming presence about it. Standing over me and filling the house with a coursing 

 tick. Its face had worn with age, but the mechanics held steady and kept time. Within its walls, I could 

 wander about the cogs that pushed each minute to pass and held the pendulum at the top of its swing. 

 She had admired every curve in the wood with such fervor that I had wished I could see it through her 

 eyes. The way she described the indentations and color brought a new life to the antique. I bought it for 

 her immediately, of course, and watched her childlike excitement bury itself in this clock. The indentations 

 have turned into grotesque deformities in the wood, and I fantasize about covering its mahogany stain 

 with acid and watching it decay. Why couldn’t she have taken it with her? 

 Everything else had gone, so why not this as well? Perhaps the thing is too heavy to hastily throw in a car 

 trunk and run with. Is that what she would call it? Running? 



 Her eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open in shock. She collapsed backward into the wall and clutched 

 her cheek. Before the gasping and crying and shaking all she did was stare. My nails dug into the skin of 

 my palm and my knuckles ached. How could she do this to me? To make me so angry. But to make me so 

 angry must be a testimony to my love. To hold such power over me in her presence. The pendulum 

 swung forth, with the inescapable promise of swinging back. 

 If I took a hammer to the side of the thing, would it collapse as well? The house would perhaps grow 

 quiet and the ticking would finally cease. She has left me, and so why must I keep her clock? Why must I 

 keep the minutes passing until they slow with age? I could end them now. Stop the pendulum before its 

 swing. In my moment of thought, I missed my chance. The pendulum had already swung back. 

 Get Something off your Chest 
 by Suleman Syed 

 Our friend group was more than happy to get out of our tiny town in the middle of nowhere and attend 

 Big State University, our state's most popular university.  The summer vacation after our last high school 

 was just what we needed so we decided to plan a no holds barred vacation of our own. John, the de 

 facto leader of our group, bellowed "Our last summer in our tiny town. This vacation needs to be epic!" 

 So we decided to rent the biggest lake house that was close to us. We packed our clothes, basic food 

 items, swimming pool/ beach equipment, and lots of alcohol. John also got a jetski from his parents, as a 

 graduation gift. 

 When we got to the lake house we unpacked and started to enjoy the beautiful water. The drinks started 

 flowing and so did the conversations. "Remember that time when" was said a lot in our conversations. 

 We each traded the funniest stories we could when this man came up to us out of nowhere. The man 

 seemed pretty well kept with an expensive shirt and blue eyes. As he approached, he said, "I do not 

 mean to bother you guys but I just saw that insane jetski." Is that the new turbo power 3000? John got up 

 and started talking with the guy discussing the jet skis engine. Then I heard the motor go and the guy 

 took off on it. I asked John and he said the guy convinced him for a ride. I was a bit surprised since it was 

 brand new but we were pretty drunk and did not really care. We continued our conversations, made 

 dinner and I passed out. 

 That night I had sleep paralysis for the first time since I was a little boy. When I was a kid, a monster would 

 crawl on my chest and it would be stuck there for what seemed like an eternity. It happened a lot when 

 my parents were getting divorced. This time, the man from today came in, curled up into a ball, and 

 plopped on my chest, his blue eyes glowing in the darkness. He then started choking me and I woke up. I 



 ran out of my room in panic and yelled at John and the rest of our friends, "Did the jetski come back?" 

 Each of my friend's faces dropped and we looked outside. It did not. It turns out the man got into an 

 accident and drowned. We found his lifeless body after a couple of hours of searching. We each made a 

 pact to tell no one. Sure it was John's jetski but not our fault. It was him who died in an accident. I kept 

 telling myself this lie all day, every day, until I went to bed, of course. I would be greeted by those 

 glowing blue eyes every night and wake up every morning feeling like my lungs were gone. After a few 

 weeks, I could not take it anymore, I sat my parents down and told them " I got to get something off my 

 chest." 

 Then, Invitation, Water 
 b  y Suleman Syed 

 It seemed a normal day but then suddenly a mysterious invitation appeared at the castle, promising great 

 fortune. There is only one way to get to the island, it said, to go through a huge body of water. The sea is 

 so unforgiving. One wrong move and she will swallow you up. To fearless conquistadors, however, this 

 was nothing. First, a hearty meal on land to fill their bellies, then they could go out. The ships were drawn 

 and then quartered. They prayed to their gods and away they went. In the beginning, the journey was 

 surprisingly quiet and peaceful. The men were confused then suddenly a storm appeared. It seemed 

 treacherous with the intent to kill. But the men fought and fought then they somehow pulled through. 

 They eventually reached the island, to find it covered with the fortune as promised. 

 Customer Service 
 by Josh Tompkins-Nutt 

 Greetings Amazon Customer Service, 

 I’m contacting you because I have had several odd experiences related to your service that I hope you 

 can help with. 

 First off, I haven’t received any of my orders for the past month.  This began when I notice a new delivery 

 person making his rounds on my street.  He’s a tall man with a medium build and black hair.  He drove a 

 standard Amazon delivery truck.  Strangely, this individual delivered on my street every day.  Not to me 

 specifically but each day at different times someone on my street would receive a package on their porch. 

 More bizarre is the contents of these packages.  About a week after the man first appeared, I misplaced 
 my car keys.  I searched my entire house for them.  I scanned all the rooms, under the sofa, everywhere. 
 The next day I found a small box on my porch with the keys and a Bluetooth Key Finder.  A couple days 
 after that, I was in the middle of a barbecue with friends when someone asked for my potato salad recipe. 



 I check my recipe box but it wasn’t there.  Moments later I got a package on my porch with the recipe 
 card and all the ingredients needed to make that dish.  There were even packets of salt and pepper! 

 After that, what I received became more random.  To date a deck of playing cards, five paper clips, a 

 sheet of music, my first cell phone and a china rabbit have all been delivered to my doorstep by this man 

 in Amazon envelopes and boxes.  I want to stress the fact that I hadn’t ordered any of these items.  Once I 

 went out to dinner and I came back to find a massive box blocking my door, I opened it and found 

 $12.34, the exact amount my meal cost.  One package I opened was empty except for a photo of my 

 parents.  They passed away about 5 years ago. 

 Other people in my neighborhood have had similar experiences.  One got a new toy train.  Another got a 

 notebook and pen.  The couple across the street from me got three kittens, just like the cats they had 

 when they were kids.  The place two doors down got a check with no name signed at the bottom. 

 Finally, the strangest thing is that everyone on my street has only seen this delivery man once.  No one 

 has seen him drop off these packages and no one has caught him on their security cameras.  Some 

 neighbors have sat on their porch all night trying to catch a glimpse of him, but to no avail.  He’s become 

 sort of a ghost story people tell their friends when they come over. 

 The behavior of this man, while helpful at times, is most unexpected, unprofessional and slightly 

 disturbing.  I would greatly appreciate it if you could do something to fix this situation and get me the 

 items I paid for, preferably as soon as possible.  I swear to you I am not making this up.  I can send you 

 pictures if you require. 

 Thank you, 

 Charlotte Vréthikan 

 1696 N. Star St 



 Raging Words 
 by Josh Tompkins-Nutt 

 Winnie stepped out of the house. That’s how it all happened. She brought all that upon herself just by 

 leaving the front door. She glanced back at her cream yellow home and walked briskly down the path that 

 led from her place on the edge of the neighborhood, into the forest that bordered it. 

 A frigid wind picked up. Winnie tugged at her purple sweater to guard against it.  It was mid-October, but 

 the weather was already chilly. It was strange that no one else was outside today. She supposed it was 

 too cold. Winnie looked around to admire the forest, as she often did on her morning walks. There wasn’t 

 much to see. The trees that yesterday had been alight with reds and oranges and yellows had lost the 

 leaves that used to shelter them. The gravel path was covered in sheets of dull brown that squished when 

 she stepped in them. The sky was deep and dark and cloudy like someone had smeared it with a million 

 different hues of thick gray paint. 

 Turning left off the path, Winnie walked for a few moments and came to a stream. The stream was 

 sluggish. It moved almost at a trickle, like how ice cubes melt in an empty glass. This was her stream, her 

 secret place in the forest. Well it wasn’t really secret. Everyone in the neighborhood knew about it. 

 Someone had even named it Raging River as a joke. Despite all these things, Winnie felt it was her very 

 own special spot. It was one of her favorite places in the whole wide world. 

 Winnie sat by the stream, legs crossed over each other. She tried to calm all her thoughts by gazing into 

 the water. She noted it was gray like the sky in some places, but muddy brown in others. Rocks and dead 

 leaves, as well as the occasional twig, floated peacefully with the light current. 

 The pieces continued to bob in the river. Winnie stared at them. There was something slightly off.  They 

 were slowly changing shape. Their molecules seemed to morph into… letters? Winnie shut her eyes for a 

 moment.  Surely she had just imagined it. It must be something in the air. She opened her eyes again. 

 The stone that was traveling by her had become a word. The word “dumb”. 

 Winnie looked at it puzzled. More bits in the Raging River became words. Words like “odd” and “silly”. 

 Soon after the stream itself began to change. It was moving faster and the water formed words as well. 

 Longer words, like “hideous” and “uninspired”. 

 Something was wrong here. Winnie abruptly stood up. She needed to turn back. She needed to go 

 home. The stream was moving very fast now and the water was rising. Winnie stepped backwards away 



 from the stream. Suddenly the water became a massive wave of words that rose up from the bank, words 

 like “horrible” and “worthless”. 

 Winnie turned around and ran back toward the path. She jolted her head back, just for a moment. The 

 words were following her. Words like “unimportant” and “lacking”. She made it to the path, but it was 

 made of words too. Words like “cheap” and “weird”. 

 Winnie wanted so badly to curl into a ball. Melt into the dirt. Burst out into tears. She didn’t even know 

 why. Then something else told her to keep on running. She could simply out run the wave. Her feet 

 continued racing. She stared all around her. Now the trees had become words too. Large towering words. 

 Words like “disturbing” and “second-rate” and “unimpressive”. She turned sharply and ran down the 

 path. 

 Winnie tripped and landed in a pile of words. Words like “pointless” and “bizarre” and “boring” and 

 “lame”. She forced herself up and continued running. Her pale yellow house was in sight. She was almost 

 there. Words began to rain from the sky. Words like “creepy” and “stupid”, “cliché” and “gross”, “ugly” 

 and “bland”. Winnie sprinted full speed down the path. She leaped onto her porch. She almost stopped 

 for a moment, but she didn’t have time to catch her breath. With the slam of a door and the click of a lock 

 she was safe. 

 Necessary Things 
 by Xavier Velazco 

 When no colors beside absence painted the sky, the park opposite began to howl and bark. Laughter 

 from every corner spiraled, carried by twisted trees, contorted from laughter themselves. The moon 

 always glimmered behind a stack of trees, speaking fully only half-past midnight. And there I always was, 

 close enough to join, but not willing to cross. My mind pulled each day, dragging my eyes forward, while 

 my heart jumped, skipped and ran, almost tearing me to shreds. It was on this walk when this side of the 

 road felt the darkest. Above the silver steps lay a shack, almost half-way acquainted with the soil, covered 

 in pollen and lost leaves. It gave a slight nod, holding within it the glint of a star. With a slight push, the 

 door creaked open, and mimicked a slight breeze filtered through spiny weeds. Once inside, I spotted 

 roots and vines breaching the brown of the floorboards, and the pain of the glass. Each hallway was an 

 alleyway, dark and destitute, but familiar. No darker than the sidewalk, at least. When I stared in from this 

 creak from which I came, I saw a small picture, aged like milk and softened to a delicate frame. Like a 

 magnet, my mind and heart both fell upon a grandfather clock, placed perfectly between my eyes. A tall 

 story waited to be told. It stands perfectly straight, as if ready to be called from some long-lost angel. 



 With each season, new life was taken and received. New plants bolstered the wooden planks beneath the 

 wooden masterpiece as if to grant the proper foundation necessary for an eternity of ticking and tocking. 

 It channeled in and out of the house as vines, leaves, rats, birds and fungus. I had not laid a finger on it 

 since it appeared in this house as Grandfather’s wisdom was to be kept in pristine condition. Each day I 

 walked, and unfolded in the presence carved by sacred hands. There were days in which I would stare for 

 hours, without sustenance, in which only awe kept my legs below me. I once was so bold as to believe I 

 felt that these hands had intertwined with mine in one lifetime or another, leaving such prestige 

 persisting, and leaving me happily stranded. The pendulum struck my sore eyes, and bounced rays of 

 light as if to reject its assistance. To this day it remains a mechanical marvel, one that cannot be 

 compared. The dial ticks through each second and hour, an exact duty. The hypnotic weight scoops to 

 each end with a smile, back and forth for as long as days remain. A mechanical marvel, it is. When the day 

 resigned, the tower remained, and when light had passed, I poked my head from sterile trees. Its lushness 

 of life everlasting outshined my humble abode in an image that can only be described as magic. The 

 clock, its low attitude, had not left my sight since the day's beginning. Overhead, it resembles that of a 

 bell tower whose chimes signal the becoming of peace.  Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. 

 Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong.  It fades to black in  the furthest corner of my mind. A lonesome quiet 

 like no other. To where my own thoughts could drown out the faint blessing parted from such silence. 

 A Blessing in Disguise 
 by Xavier Velazco 

 There aren’t secrets between friends. When people know each other, and talk to each other, they say 

 things that they would rather keep to themselves. They do this to avoid the pain of holding it on their 

 own shoulders, and share it between others willing to hoist it with them. This is exactly where I’m headed. 

 As the car winds down and the brightness above greets the whites of my eyes. The brakes chop and 

 bounce me up like oil on a hot stove. I roll the window down, enough to catch the tail end of summer. 

 Each light to my right flies parallel, and each new face is swept up by a new parade of friends. There is a 

 slight perk in my right brow, and I see a face, unrecognizable. The vivid yellow and orange briefly shriek 

 as my mind takes a breath. The colors here don’t match. 

 I want to paint over their image to fit the background a little better. I want to set them up to camouflage. 

 No standing out. I take out my wallet, close enough to pay the Uber my fair share of a tip, and step to the 

 silver sidewalk. 

 My eyes take a stroll, as if I am using them for the first time. The stores shine in every branch of white and 

 yellow, offering an open door to those willing to share some of their happiness with that of the company. 

 Why not? My heels click to the turn, staring left as the nightlights hang loose above the greenery. The 



 wind shifts for a second, shoving the leaves back until a green hood catches it. I catch my lips moving out 

 of line, as if to try and tell them to be careful. And what about that sweater? 

 I take a glance towards my right, and head under the black overhang, and into the diner. The waitress 

 greets me as I take my seat. I am lucky enough to like the same meal every time I come around. “House 

 Special, please!”. There aren’t secrets between friends. 

 She takes a short distance from the table to the back of the kitchen, and returns with a picture perfect tray 

 of food. The item dead in the center of the menu. An equidistant meal from any other. Close enough so 

 that any other choice meets mine halfway, and that one day I might be able to talk to someone about just 

 that. How cool is that? 

 She comes back, wearing the same smiling portrait that I am always used to. However, I feel something 

 strange in my core. A discontentment sitting comfortably with so much weight that I cannot stand up. I 

 noticed her coming, and put my hand up to ask for some water. “Excuse me, can I get a glass of-”, she 

 slips right by me. I turn around, bewildered. I think it may have been a bit too loud in here. “Excuse me?”. 

 Nothing. I poke my head higher, and try and keep myself as tall as possible. I don’t know if she’s ignoring 

 me, but at this point I am starting to wonder what is going on. “Miss, please?”. Her ponytail whips in the 

 other direction, as if rewinding from just a moment ago. But it’s too fast. The white did not have enough 

 time to shine away, and when she looks at me, I see a face I have never seen before. This is not the face 

 of a friend. This is the face of a stranger. This is a mirror. 

 This is not a moment I will ever forget, and each distant soul, each delightful shred of bliss, each blade of 

 shrubbery partakes. She leans forward, giving me a cast of just my two eyes, and reaches to the fair share 

 of a tip, and walks back away. I feel like I have been lied to. Like every breath I have ever taken was meant 

 for someone else, as if I had been a puppet with a million strings. Insufferably, each head continues 

 looking straight, as my entire being is left to dust. Who is sitting in this seat? My chest burns, turning 

 sweet to sour, and I can feel whatever is left of myself fading to black. 

 I step from the restaurant, leaving everything that I ever was in that small, warm seat. My head pokes to 

 the left, staring at the fraction of pitch black that I can make out from the entrance. And just as before, a 

 green hoodie presents itself at my doorstep. There is no longer a need for words. I have already asked 

 too many questions. I hold their hand, and they squeeze mine. We begin to walk back the way we came. 

 Back to the silver sidewalk where no one knows your name. 



 Taxis Are Colored by Handprints 
 by Nuha Abbasi 

 They always ask the wrong questions. It's not their fault, really, but they should open their eyes a little. 

 Open their minds. In a sea of yellow chalk, open at the ends, leaving a trail everywhere they go, the 

 travelers never question where that line began, where it has been, where it might have gone. It's fair, they 

 have their line to carry. We have ours. 

 Last night I had the quaintest little adventure. It was an hour past sunset and the streets were filled with 

 cartons of other rides; they didn’t need me tonight. So I did what I normally do when I’m bored: I visited a 

 friend. The radio spoke a dozen songs, but this friend of mine is special you see. They would never be 

 caught on the radio. So I reached a leather hand into the glove box and pulled out a dusty old CD. Its 

 face resembled the used-up ice pond we’d skate at as children not so far from here; lines like his face but 

 ever so lovely. Any ordinary traveler would have discarded such a CD; after all, how does such an 

 unreadable disk bring life to our ears? And yet, with every thought like that, they build barriers against the 

 wonders beyond this world. 

 The biting wind rushing from the window blows the dust off the CD and I plop it in the player. The radio 

 coughs for a moment, then silences. I watch ahead at the weary road, littered with pine cones, and my 

 fluffy boot pulses the gas. The sights of electrical wires hanging like Christmas lights and freckled stars 

 falling like snow pass by my eyes. I feel the warmth of the CD player and close my window. 

 The faint strings of a ukulele brush against my ears as I drive through the neighborhood. In the distance I 

 see the pine trees stretching into palm trees and the concrete path crumbles like sand. The prickly bushes 

 scratching my buggy fold into long-leafed tropics, gently carrying my car to the shore. My car parks under 

 a couple of blossoming palm trees and I open my doors to let the warm salted air in. A deep breath and 

 my flip-flopped feet are burying themselves in the sand. I feel a seashell scrape my pinky toe and two 

 pebbles lodge themselves between my big toes. The sand under the trees is littered with coconuts and 

 dry seaweed from the high tide. My hand reaches down and drags my fingers through the sand as an old 

 friend calls my name. I look up to the music and the tide takes me away. 



 Now and then an old or new friend will call me through their love. An old CD, lavender car fresheners, 

 rainbow headlights, these are the few corners of my loves. They are for a traveler to brush up against or 

 bump into and make a face or scrunch their nose or ask a question.  Do you have peppermint? Are those 

 permitted by the city? It has no sound!  They are for  me to live by and travelers to ponder. Then they pay 

 and leave to draw their own lives. And once again I become a little gold coin in a sea filled with treasure. 

 All Those Who Embroidered My Heart 
 by Nuha Abbasi 

 I originally cursed the damn thing. I didn’t ask for it, in fact, I went out of my way to make it clear I didn't 

 want it. But the shopkeeper knew something that I didn't at the time. So when I got home and got ready 

 to work, I was unpleasantly surprised when I found it hiding at the bottom of the bag. I grabbed the 

 handle and it gave me a splinter right under my nail. I dipped it in the milky pink paint and it clumped 

 randomly amongst the bristles. So of course it left lumpy stripes and lines when I reluctantly painted the 

 walls of the nursery. I cursed the uneven bristles and rough edges. I hated the sloppy coats and thick 

 bubbles. Then with paint and tears in my eyes, I sat in the window and watched the sunset. 

 The golden rays have faded the pink, which has turned almost a beige-orange now. I wouldn’t dare to 

 paint over it though. For how I adore the uneven strokes and bumpy edges. How I can brush my hand 

 against the wall and feel that particular day when the sky was painted a lavender white and streaks of pink 

 huddled around the sunset. The three bubbles I feel under my finger forever stroked into this wall of 

 memories like the stones on the ring you gave when we laid against it. I can feel every uneven and unique 

 brush and trace it back to a moment in our lives. I use this time capsule of a brush in every corner of my 

 life, hoping that it will almost trap that moment forever into the paint, onto the wall, just a moment left for 

 us to feel again. But how long do memories even last? 

 A new family moved in and painted a beautiful sage green over the bubbles. They hired some experts to 

 make sure there would be no trace of memories unknown. Memories forgotten and buried under layers of 

 perfectly even paint. But I saw the sage green necklace on the mother's neck as I shook her hand and 

 showed her the nursery. So maybe they do not need to hold onto the paint and touch the bristles of a 

 branchy paintbrush to remember their heart of life. Perhaps they find it in the smell of basil on their 

 countertop, or in the red geraniums against the fence, or the autumn trees right before they fall. And for 

 them, I will too. 



 Worth the Cost 
 by Jimmy Burton 

 My baby daughter lets out a cry as we reach the top of the hill and gaze down into the ominous, 

 mouth-like pit.  “Ssshhh,” I whisper softly to comfort her.  I detach the baby carrier and cradle her in my 

 arms.  “It’s okay, don’t worry.  I know it looks scary, but it’s a safe place.”  I cradle her and soothe her until 

 she stops crying.  I then look back down the massive, black pit and sigh as I recount the events that 

 brought me here.  I was born and grew up in a farming village in the Golden Hills, called Brenmol.  In 

 Brenmol, everyone made their living by sowing and harvesting fields of wheat, and occasionally other 

 crops, such as corn, cabbage, and onions.  There was one man I knew named Pete who tried to grow 

 bananas, but they didn’t last long.  Wheat was our main crop though, and it grew there like wildfire, which 

 is why the lands were named The Golden Hills.  We didn't just grow for ourselves though, we also grew 

 crops to appease The Matchsticks: a gang of punks, ruffians, junkies, biker scum who subjugated our 

 village and demanded that we feed them with our fields.  Every year they made demands and if our 

 harvests didn’t meet those demands then they would take one of our own, the youngest among us, and 

 they would drag them off to their damnable stronghold.  As for what happens to them I don’t know, but I 

 have heard rumors, and if the rumors are even one percent true then it is a fate worse than death.  It 

 happened only a couple weeks ago, my wife went into labor and I had to call Helga: the village nurse, to 

 our house in secret to help with the delivery.  My wife had been badly sick months prior and had been 

 growing weaker.  Giving birth took everything she had left.  Before she died she asked me one thing: 

 “Promise me that you will protect our daughter no matter what.  Promise that you won’t let The 

 Matchsticks or anyone else take her away.” 

 “I promise,” I said as I held her hand and watched the life leave her eyes.  I didn’t have time to grieve, I 

 knew what I had to do next.  The crops weren’t doing well.  Since she had just been born she was the 

 youngest one in the village, so The Matchsticks would take her.  But there is a place where I could take 

 her.  A place the village declared forbidden to visit or even speak about, but she would be safe there.  It 

 will be costly, but any price is worth paying for her.  I convinced Helga to tell the village that the baby 

 died with its mother, and then started preparing for the trip.  I prepared for an entire day, and as soon as 

 night fell, snuck out of the village with my daughter sleeping on my back.  I walked for a day and a half 

 until I ascended the barren hills and arrived at where I am now.  At the edge of a deep, terrifying pit.  The 

 layer of Tituba: an ancient creature, said to be the embodiment of nature’s wrath.  She is said to bring 

 disaster and suffering to those who cross her, but she also makes deals and rewards those who make 

 offers to her.  I’ll ask her to protect my daughter, and I’ll pay any price.  I take a deep breath, light a 

 lantern attached to my belt, and start climbing down a vine into the pit.  The lower I go the darker it 



 becomes, despite nothing obscuring the sun’s light.  Perhaps the sun itself is also terrified of Tituba.  I 

 continue climbing deeper and deeper, until the only light is from the lantern on my belt.  I’m surprised my 

 daughter isn’t acting scared.  Maybe she’s gone to sleep.  I eventually reach the bottom, and when I do I 

 take off the baby carrier and check on her.  Sure enough, she has fallen asleep.  There’s suddenly a 

 shifting sound within the darkness.  A velvety, feminine voice speaks from the shadows. 

 “Humans only come here for two reasons: to slay me, or to make deals with me.”  A porcelain mask 

 appears from the black.  The mask has graceful designs of flowers and vines painted onto it.  There are no 

 eyes behind the eyeholes, just soulless voids that blend in with the rest of the inky black.  It’s almost as if 

 the darkness itself is wearing the mask.  “And you have no weapons on you which means you’ve come for 

 the ladder.  And you’ve brought a baby with you as payment, yes?” 

 “Not quite, the deal is for the baby.  I want you to protect her.” 

 “Ah, I see.  And what do you offer me in exchange?” 

 “All of me.  You may take my whole life.” 

 “Quite committed aren’t you.  Very well, I accept the terms of this contract.  However, I have no need of 

 your whole being, just an arm and a leg will do.” 

 “Thank you.”  I bow my head.  Two pale arms with long, red claws reach out from the darkness. 

 “Give me the child.”  I free my daughter from her carrier and hand her to Tituba who cradles her in her 

 arms.  “What is the child's name?”  I tense up as I realize that I had been busy planning, and traveling to 

 get here without getting caught, that I have forgotten to even give my daughter a name. 

 “B-Barley” 

 “Barley.  An adorable name.”  Tituba caresses my daughter’s cheek.  “Little, Barley, I will raise you as my 

 own.”  A massive venus flytrap suddenly snaps out from the shade and bites my left arm off, followed by 

 a second one which tears off my right leg.  I scream in agony as pain surges through my body, and I 

 collapse down on the floor.  With what quickly fading strength I have left, I look up at my daughter who is 

 sleeping in the arms of the ancient creature, and I crawl towards her using my last remaining arm. 

 “B-Barley…d-daddy loves…yo-”  I am unable to finish before pain and blood loss turn my vision 

 completely black.  I wake up.  The first thing that surprises me is that I am still alive.  I check where my 

 arm and leg were torn off and see that my wounds have completely healed, leaving only stumps.  I then 

 look at my surroundings and realize that I have no idea where I am.  It is night and I am in the middle of a 

 rocky desert valley, nowhere near The Golden Hills.  That fact doesn’t bother me too much since I had no 



 plans on going back to Brenmol anyways.  There was no guarantee that Helga would’ve held her tongue 

 forever, and if the other villagers found out I had broken the rules by secreting away my child and letting 

 one of their own get taken, they would’ve used me as fertilizer for the fields.  And I was sick of kissing up 

 to The Matchsticks anyways.  Time to find a new home.  I could’ve taken my daughter, Barely, with me on 

 my search for a new home, but the world is dangerous and full of gangs just like The Matchsticks, and 

 possibly ones that are even worse.  I’ve heard travelers that come to Brenmol tell stories of men who drive 

 massive trucks with teeth and bladed wheels.   And I am just one man, I can’t fight them all while keeping 

 my daughter safe.  No, she is much safer under the protection of something more powerful than any man, 

 something said to control nature itself, and bring suffering to anyone who angers it.  I smile.  I should get 

 moving and at least find somewhere to sleep that is less exposed.  Through sheer force of will, I use my 

 remaining arm and leg to start crawling.  I will probably die in a couple days, either by starvation, or the 

 claws of some kind of predator.  But I don’t care.  I can die easy knowing that Barley is safe, and I kept my 

 promise. 

 Grandfather’s Skull 
 by Jimmy Burton 

 I wanted to be just like my grandfather.  I wanted to be just like the man I had heard so many glorious 

 tales about.  The man who saved not just our clan, but the world.  The man whose skull I now hold in my 

 hands and speak to.  My name is Arnk, and I come from a clan that dwells in the Bone Canyon far to the 

 west: we are called the Spirit Speakers.  We are masters of speaking to the dead, and even capable of 

 wrestling them from their eternal slumber for a time.  We animate the bodies of those who have fallen so 

 they can do work for us, and we consult with our dead ancestors in their tombs for wisdom and advice. 

 All of this we do using rituals that have been passed down to us from our founders, and none did them 

 better than my grandfather, chief Rozahn Dilneton.  My father would gather me and my sister around a 

 fire every night and tell captivating legends about his own father, like how he was able to awaken the 

 skeletons of the massive beasts that gave the canyon its namesake, and that he was even able to save 

 people from the clutches of death.  Everyday I would go into the clan tomb so that I could hear the truth 

 about those legends from his mouth, as well as seek wisdom and advice.  Most are not allowed to enter 

 the tomb without asking permission, but because I was the son of the chief I had full access.  The more I 

 heard people praise and regale about my grandfather, the more I wanted to be like him.  With every 

 legend and truth I heard, I pushed myself harder, so that people would admire me as much as they did 

 him; so that they would see that I am Rozahn’s grandson.  All of that pushing started yielding results, and 

 people started noticing and praising me.  That praise built confidence, as well as arrogance.  One day I 

 heard it, the legend that made my grandfather famous outside of our clan.  The tale of how he ended the 



 terror of Trizan the archlitch.  Trizan had been terrorizing the country with his army of the undead, and 

 when he made his way to our land my grandfather opposed him.  He fought heartily but my grandfather 

 could not beat him.  So instead, he trapped him in a magical seal by playing The Song of Sleeping Dead 

 on his bone flute.  Trizan was trapped and his army was shattered, thus my grandfather had freed the 

 world from his tyranny.  My father taught me and my sister how to play The Song of Sleeping Dead, so 

 that if Trizan were to ever break free we would be able to trap him once again.  After I had heard the tale 

 and learned the song, a brash idea came to my head.  In a moment of arrogance and youthful stupidity, I 

 decided that I would accomplish what my grandfather couldn’t and kill Trizan.  During the night I snuck 

 out of the village with my bone flute and arrived at the site where Trizan lay imprisoned.  I played The 

 Song of Sleeping Dead in reverse, for that is how most musical magic is undone, and the ground began 

 to crack.  A skeletal hand burst from the ground, followed by a figure cloaked in tattered wizard robes 

 with a large amethyst embedded in its skull.  It was Trizan.  His head had no flesh but was only a naked 

 skull, which stared at me with ghastly eyes made of ghostly, green vapors. 

 “So you have freed me?” He rattled. 

 “No,” I said, “I am here to slay you!”  I charged at him with my spear, but I did not get far before he 

 reached out his arm and an invisible force pushed me back into a boulder. 

 “Foolish boy,” the archlitch cackled.  He clenched his hand into a fist and a purple fissure started forming 

 on my chest and growing in size.  Pain surged through me.  I felt that it was the end.  Then the sound of a 

 flute began playing.  It was The Song of the Sleeping Dead.  I looked and saw that it was my sister 

 playing the song.  “Noooo!!!!” Trizan shouted.  The ground sucked Trizan back up, and the force that 

 pinned me to the boulder disappeared.  However, the wound did not, though it was not grievous to be 

 fatal. 

 “What the hell were you thinking!” my sister shouted. 

 “I-I-I’m sorry,” I muttered, “I just wanted to accomplish what grandfather couldn’t.” 

 “You shouldn’t try to be like him.  Know who you are, and know your limits.”  She walked close to me. 

 “You’re hurt.” 

 “It is not very deep, I can still walk.” 

 “Good.  Then follow me back.  Father must know of what's happened.” 

 “No!  Don’t tell him!” 



 “I’m sorry, brother, but what you have done cannot be allowed to slide.”  I returned to the village with 

 her, in shame, and she told father what happened.  The morning of the next day came.  My father was 

 only supposed to have one last duty as chief that day, which was bequeathing the role to my sister, but 

 instead he had two, the second being banishing me from the clan.  And so, I was forced to leave my 

 home.  The other clan members gave me so many looks of shame that it felt good when I left, so I 

 wouldn’t have to bear it anymore.  After traveling a fair distance I was stopped by a familiar voice.  I 

 turned and saw it was my sister. “It is a big, harsh world outside our lands, you’ll need some guidance.” 

 And with that, she handed me my grandfather’s skull. 

 “H-his skull!” 

 “You’ve heard the legends, so you know that grandfather knows much of the outside world.  Talk to him 

 whenever you need advice, or have lost your way.” 

 “But won’t the clan declare this taboo?” She smiled. 

 “I am the chief.  I declare what is taboo and what is not.” 

 “Thank you sister!”  I hugged her and we parted ways.  When dusk came I looked at my grandfather and 

 asked, “Grandfather, please give me your words of wisdom.  I tried to be as legendary as you but failed, 

 and now I fear I have lost my way.  What should I do now?”  The sockets in grandfather’s skull glowed 

 yellow. 

 “My grandson,” he clacked, “you have lost your way because you never knew what it was to begin with, 

 you only saw my way.  Do not try to be me.  Be you.  Search the world for a purpose and form your own 

 legend.  Start at the city of Khalumra to the west: you never know what you might find there.  I will always 

 be with you if you need guidance or the comfort of family.” 

 “I see.  Thank you, grandfather.”  I then put him in my pack and traveled westward in search of purpose, 

 but more so in search of my legend.  And that is why I am standing before you, at the gates of your great 

 desert city.  With a skull in my hands. 



 Stumble over your words 
 by Rosalinda Canchola 

 To my love one 

 I live in a “new world” where words come out of voices, sounds, even objects on some occasions. Even 

 with me writing on this page copies on of the words I'm writing to you is coming out of the page and its 

 so tiny but in some occasions some words can be so big and sharp that there are these worker to come 

 and get rid of those words but to be honest I never knew how they get rid of that waste since it so much. 

 Like does it get dumped into a hole, into a pool of water, but also lastly I will try to send you something 

 but hopefully it doesn’t break like last time. 

 Sincerely, 

 V 

 As I finish writing my letter I start to sweep around the table I was using since it is just a mess and lucky 

 some of the sounds that my apartment makes don't produce that many words but I still have to clean up. I 

 don't understand how much I have to clean now since my last apartment. As I finish my cleaning duties, I 

 start to make dinner so I can eat. Looking outside I saw some words in the air, I read some and it said 

 “hssssss”, “boom” and some random names appeared in the air too but it was nothing too much. I sign 

 and I keep cooking, Then the doorbell rings and a few knocks and I hear my name being shouted. “Hey V 

 I know you are there and I got some good news for you dude”, as I heard that. I opened my door and I 

 saw it was my best friend in front of me. I responded back to him and said “get i- ah”, I felt something in 

 my legs and chest, I rolled over to see words on the floor and I looked at my BF. They started to laugh 

 and I looked at them, responding with “I stumbled over your words”. They picked me up and I gave them 

 an evil eye. They looked away scared since I did that but I passed them a broom and said “your doing 

 and your mess to clean up”. They took the broom and started to clean it up so they don't have to see 

 that face again. I sigh and I smell burning, I run to my kitchen and I see the pan caught on fire. I yelled “ 

 SH*T”, I had to grab the fire extinguisher and put it out of the fire. I stopped it just in time and my BF 

 looked at me. They passed the broom to me and said “I think you need this for the mess you made.” I 

 looked at them and said “ya know what we are getting take out after this because Im just done with this.” 

 I kept cleaning and my BF helped a bit but soon they sat on the couch and slept through it. Once I 

 finished I slapped their hand and said “AY where you want to go for tonight”. 



 Skull Keeper 
 by Rosalinda Canchola 

 This skull is so fragile and I need to make sure nothing happens to it since it has aged over time since the 

 time I got it from my grandpa. He always tells me that this is so important and that if it is even in harm's 

 way I must protect it so that it would cause any problems. I started to clean some parts of the skull since it 

 seemed a bit dirty for some reason and I don't understand why. It’s been a while since I have seen my 

 friends after I got this relic but something is off and I don’t understand why I have such a strong urge on 

 cleaning this skull and the conditions. Soon keeping this skull under perfect condition is my life and I must 

 do it no matter what, even if it kills me physically and/or mentally. If I don’t do this then I will start doing 

 bad things and might do it. Maybe this is how my grandfather felt when he was handed this relic and 

 maybe a day will come where I will strive off that path grandpa took years ago. 

 Because I Said So 
 by Saemi Cho 

 It was 1998. Welcome Week was almost over. She was in the 4th floor lounge, watching a Hot Pocket spin 

 around in jerky circles inside the microwave. Most everyone else had left for the dining hall in a single 

 undulating mass of scared freshmen, but she wanted to save her punch card meals for when classes 

 actually started. The timer was ticking past 0:15 when Corey Snodgrass came through the hallway at a 

 quick pace, clearly a dining hall straggler. Instead of heading straight toward the stairs, though, he slowed 

 and stopped to stare at something. It took a moment for her to realize that he was staring at  her  . Or,  more 

 accurately, at the colander sitting atop her head — except back then she always referred to it as her 

 microwave mind-reading protector, like her parents had taught her, and that was the moment everything 

 started to unravel. 



 Method Acting 
 by Saemi Cho 

 Even after 300 years, life has yet to get old. There's just so much to do, is all. He's been a factory worker 
 in Industrial-era London, a funeral florist in Guangzhou, a union organizer in the USA. In Addis Ababa, he 
 had left a handprint hidden underneath the wallpaper in the kitchen, and scratched his name into the 
 stucco of a bedsit in Bruges. He's been in about ten wars and died in eight of them, and still doesn’t 
 know if it’s worse to be the one doing the dying or the one watching someone else die right in front of 
 him. 

 In any case, he’s designated this century as the century of peace and small living. For his most recent 
 lifetime, he is Ben, the super of a five-floor pre war walkup in Flushing. Their block always smells faintly of 
 garbage or old frying oil from the restaurant next door, but he doesn’t mind. The garden level studio is his 
 for free in exchange for doing dumb little tasks that he hasn't gotten tired of yet -- mopping floors, 
 poking at clanking radiators, acting as amateur pest control. He tells the tenants that he got divorced a 
 couple decades ago and has jury-rigged a life together with booze and Zoloft ever since. People seem to 
 get a kick out of that. 

 “I mean, it’s great that you’re having such a good time,” says Gabriel. “Booze and Zoloft, though?” 

 “People find self-deprecating vulnerability endearing,” he says. 

 “Ugh. People are too soft these days.” 

 “Maybe.” He leans down to drop his tool-belt into the corner, then winces as he straightens up again. 
 Ben has back pain, he’s decided. Chronic lower back pain with a touch of sciatica in the mornings, before 
 he’s had a chance to warm up. 

 He sits down across from Gabriel and grabs an opened bag of Red Vines from the basket in the middle of 
 the dining table. They’re a little stale, but still — he takes one out and rubs his nose up and down the 
 length of it, as if sniffing a high-quality cigar. Gabriel watches him with amusement. 

 “God, you really do love this stuff, don’t you?” 

 “How can you not?” He tears off a chunk of licorice and chomps away at it. Gabriel doesn’t like human 
 teeth, so he makes a show of chewing with his mouth open. 

 “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. The clock is still ticking.” Gabriel taps at his bare wrist to demonstrate 
 the passage of time. 

 “Ticking for what?” he asks innocently. 

 “You, you idiot. The second coming. Jesus Christ: the sequel. Everyone’s waiting.” 

 He thinks about this for a beat, then shrugs and says, “Eh.” 

 “Eh?” Gabriel repeats. “Should I add that as an addendum to the Bible?” 

 “If it’ll buy me another 500 years, then sure.” 

 They stare at each other. He stops chewing and widens his eyes, pretending to be intimidated, but then 
 lets his expression drop back to neutral as he resumes eating. Even if he figured out a way to explain it, 
 Gabriel still wouldn’t understand, having never lived an actual life. There's just so much to do, is all. 



 Being Literal 
 by Daniel Dordevic 

 S 

 T 

 umble over your words 

 People often question my aspirations to be a writer. It really is not as dangerous as you might think. I do 
 understand that the cost of safety gear is a little overwhelming when you first start out. Adults have a lot 
 more to be afraid of, the longer you wait the harder it is to begin. I was young when I started. A few 
 scraped palms is a small price to pay at that age. 

 As writers, we are thrill seekers, no one wants to be cooped up at a desk all day long. I know they will also 
 ask about the days when you can’t help but avoid all the words in the street, but if you do some writing 
 every day you won’t have to worry about the giant block happening as often. 

 I will tell you another secret. Sometimes the smaller blocks are the ones that you trip over more as a 
 writer. The most damage I have ever suffered was from the smallest word I had ever seen. How does a 
 so-called writer trip over a single sentence? 

 Necessary Things:Filing Cabinet 
 by Daniel Dordevic 

 What is your Question? 

 Yes, there is the Marianas Trench that is Thirty Six Thousand Two Hundred and One feet, Eleven Thousand 
 Thirty Four Metres Deep. 

 Next. 

 Oooh Feeling Lucky today? 

 Here is the Thirty-First Page of the Document you referenced, there is no title, author, or origin. 

 Next. 

 This is something I have never been asked before. 

 How do I know these things? 

 Why, I have an extensive filing system. Yes, Physical filing cabinets. Very essential to how this works. My 
 name? Al G. O’rythm at your service. Most people call me by my middle name, Google. 



 Blink 
 by Lance Dornan 

 Hers was a presence felt late at night. 

 Glassy yellow eyes peeled back and peering out from my dreams, her hair slick with swamp water. 

 There is a witch in the woods who whittled her teeth to cactus spikes. She lives on the north side of the 
 reservoir- where the marchlands are tallow thick, where the mosquitos swarm in the summer months. 

 She haunted me. My older sister, I know, was cross with me for this. So angry that I’d make her check 
 beneath my bed- only to crawl next to her in the small morning hours. My footsteps echoed on the cold 
 laminate floors of her room. 

 It was always too dark. 

 “Kaashi-” She would start, angry at first, but sleep wilting her thorns, “Aren’t you too old for this?” 
 My sister was right, of course. I was seven by then. Drenched in sweat, my Hotwheels flannel soaked and 
 twisted around me. Shame burned me from the inside out, but I climbed up to the corner of her bed. 
 Wrapping the soft blanket that she kept for me around my shoulders for safety. 

 Her breathing evens, and the bed stills. Asleep before me- as always. The terror gripping my rabbit’s heart 
 had not subsided. I noticed an open window. 

 A miasmic fog fills the room from the window screen, and I lay stuck next to my sleeping sister. Bog 
 steam rolled in through the fine mesh. Steam rose, but the bank sank and settled on the floor. Then, 
 impossibly, she took shape—the witch domineering over me. The only light her gloaming eyes peeled 
 open. Long, uncut claws caressed the side of my cheek. Pulling my skin up, they climbed to the corner 
 of my eye- I squeezed my eyes shut- willing her away. 

 Slowly, my eyes were pried open to meet hers. Yellow light washed over my face. The scent of iron 
 wafted from her parted, blackened lips. Rows and rows and rows of teeth spiraled down her throat. 

 “Eyes open. Keep them peeled, little boy.” She cooed, her voice like shattered glass. 

 Just then, my sister shifted above me. Restless sleeper that she was. The witch, startled, pulled back, and 
 my eyes snapped shut. Then open. Then shut- and she was gone. My sister sat up and looked around the 
 room for the umpteenth time. I held my breath. She sighed. 

 A blanket wrapped its way around my exposed torso. Muttering curses under her breath, my sister lay 
 down once again. Shifting further away from me than before. I guess I did take up most of her leg room 
 like that. 

 My face stared back at mine in the mirror. The sun had begun his arduous climb up the atmosphere, and I 
 was still tired. The mirror mocked me. Red-eyed and tired, my reflection looked as pathetic as I felt there. 
 Widening my eyes, I climbed over the lip of the tile. Eye to eye with myself- I couldn’t open them enough. 
 Stretching index and thumb over my eyelid. Peeling them open and squeezing- the pink flesh beneath 
 poked through. Then more and more, freshly cut nails dig into the tired skin. 



 “Hey- hurry up!” My sister’s voice echoed from the other side of the door. Startled, I launched myself 
 backward from the counter. My back crashing into the lip of the bathtub, I cried out. She exhaled loudly, 

 “Ha! Dakaashi, it's almost seven. Quit it.” 

 I hated her for that. Rubbing the small of my back would surely bruise. Glaring daggers at the opening 
 door. She regarded me for a moment and stepped up to the sink. I left the room. 

 That was the last winter I saw either of them. My sister's head slipped under the frozen river. She was 
 there and gone in the blink of an eye, leaving nothing but fractured ice and a pool of heavy water 
 beneath her. 

 I don’t dream of the witch anymore. I haven't dreamed of much of anything in a long time. The doctor 
 says grief can be like that. I can't take any more meds. So every morning, I peel my eyes open in the face 
 of my mirror twin. 

 Amaranth 
 by Lance Dornan 

 Carefully, as though not to wake sleeping dust bunnies. Ezekiel unlatched the top of the basement 
 door. Golden light poured into the room, casting a tall silhouette across the old dirt floor- he saw it. 
 The house above them groaned, and the skull growled—sharp teeth glittering back in an eternal snarl. 
 Its jaw distended up, resting in the dust. Some last remnant of his grandfather’s original sin. They 
 named it “Amaranth.” - and  it  had stalked him- his  first nightmare. Old gaze boring through his spine, 
 he crossed the room- it was better to pretend. 

 Behind him, the shadows along the walls lengthed. Spiraling up through the solitary beam of light. The 
 fridge door creaked open and Ezekiel, swiping the can clean off the crusted ledge. The space between 
 him and the stairs had grown since- he swallowed. Glancing again at Amaranth- He bolted. 

 Stream of Tears 
 by Sophia Frame Rice 

 I nearly lost everything that day. As it turns out, lessons can appear in the most brutal ways. It was a 
 random Wednesday in the middle of April. I could still hear the blossoming branches scraping against my 
 bathroom window, their lonely whines begging me for acknowledgment. I had called out of work; running 
 around a restaurant trying to appear impossibly busy wasn’t exactly appealing to me, not to mention the 
 lack of tips I would get that day. I carelessly threw my tangled hair up in a ponytail, brushed my teeth and 
 threw on my dirty sneakers. It was one of those days; the “I just don’t give a shit what I look like” ones. 
 Some days you just wake up and decide you’re over everything and everyone, and no amount of lip liner 
 or mascara will make a difference. 



 I really wanted to go to another country, some city in Europe, somewhere far away from the minuscule 
 town I had spent the entirety of my twenty-two years in. Unfortunately, the two-hundred dollars in my 
 checking wouldn’t allow me, though, so I decided to take a day trip to Yosemite. I set out on the 
 three-hour drive at seven a.m., cruising on the highway to the hum of my favorite true-crime podcast. The 
 voices helped me to feel less anxious about driving and a little less alone. I really wished my mom could 
 be there with me; Yosemite was her favorite place and she always told me I would love it there. We had 
 planned to take a trip that June, but she passed of breast cancer in December so we never quite made it. 
 My dad said we should spread her ashes there, but there was something so daunting about going and I 
 never felt ready. It almost felt as though it would be the end of it all, the final goodbye, and I would have 
 to continue my life as normal. I had already been living without her, but at least she was there in some 
 form. I didn’t want to say goodbye, to leave her there.. I selfishly wanted her by my side, to feel her close, 
 rather than take her where she needed to be. 

 At about ten-thirty I pulled up to my destination, a trailhead my mom wanted to hike that would take me 
 to a small creek. Sleep deprivation nagging, I slipped on my hiking boots and started on the trail. It was 
 incredible, a breath of fresh air I truly needed. The birds sang to me in a language I couldn’t understand, 
 and the old trees leaned lazily, inviting me in. I wondered if my mother was there, somewhere in the 
 breeze or the leaves, for I could feel her surrounding me. I eventually heard the sound of rippling water 
 and knew I had made it. I clumsily made my way down the rocky edge of the creek, stripped down to my 
 swimsuit, and waded into the cold water. As I stood there, the sun beating down on my bare skin, twirling 
 the water around with my fingers, I said out loud to myself, “I can see why she loved this place.” 

 It felt like heaven. Being away from it all, from the pain, from every issue that weighed on me all of the 
 time. Admiring the swaying leaves and the redwoods tall as skyscrapers, I felt a tsunami of tears fill my 
 eyes and pour into the water surrounding me. As I looked down at the creek that welcomed my tears, I 
 noticed the necklace I was wearing was no longer on my chest. That pendant held a piece of my mom, 
 quite literally. With blurry, stinging eyes I frantically searched through the water around me. I felt around 
 until I found the chain to my necklace had fallen into a rushing stream of water, without the pendant 
 attached. I knew I would never see it again. 

 I cried and cried and cried. This is exactly what I was afraid of, losing my mom and having to say 
 goodbye. She knew I wouldn’t have set her free. If there’s one thing about my mother, though, she was 
 going to end up where she wanted to be. And that day, she did. I nearly lost everything that day. At least, 
 it truly felt like it. Goodbyes aren’t forever, though, and they aren’t the discontinuation of someone. 
 “Goodbye” is just a word. My mother was a million things. My mother didn’t exist in that pendant; my 
 mother exists in that stream, in the glistening sunlight, in the leaves and the singing birds. My mother is in 
 the air, she is the air itself, as she exists everywhere. She continues to give me life. 



 Necessary Things 
 by Shea Gallagher 

 Before a duteous wind carried my father to a country I couldn't find on the globe he had taught me of all 

 the other places I could find. When my father was home he would show me the world in his hands. His 

 guiding fingers would glide over the surface of the globe, drawn to its destination like a magnet, 

 eventually touching down on a sandy-colored land with inked borders forming a shape; some with jagged 

 lines others with straight lines, some large others much smaller. Then he’d tell me the shape's name, a 

 strange-sounding word unfamiliar to my tongue. But each country, my father described, was like a new 

 world with land unlike anything I’d ever seen before; waves of sand streaked in maroon and teal slowly 

 carried by the wind across a waterless sea, stone monuments hoisted into the sky by the earth itself so tall 

 they could stride on top of the clouds, and caves so deep their ceiling glowed with the light of its own 

 cosmos. Before long my own stubby fingers trailed after my fathers, naming the distant lands as we 

 toured the world. Until he left and they stayed behind, alone, journeying across the paper oceans dyed a 

 gloomy shade of blue in search of where he had gone. 

 Every few weeks my mother would give me the name of a country, words now so familiar I could see their 

 framing ink outline in my mind and glimpse at the world within. She would tell me, “That’s where your 

 father is” then I would sit on the floor globe at my fingertips and spin it around searching for my father. 

 Like a bird I scaled mountain ranges and crossed equators, migrating through all the continents until I 

 found the right one. I’d place my thumb on my home country and measure the distance between them 

 with made-up units; Thumb to pointer, middle, ring, pinky, and sometimes further. There was never a 

 country I couldn’t find. 

 When my mother told me he was in the Red sea I conjured a play of him catching undiscovered sea 

 creatures and sailing across the water of liquid fire glistening with bright white gemstones as the sun 

 poured into the sea twice a day from the east and west. When I found him on an island humid with low 

 flying clouds that swallowed the air and fed the jade jungle I imagined him climbing the tallest tree top to 

 shout my name and see if it would echo to my ears. 

 Then when my mother dressed me in a black skirt and blouse I didn’t notice the absence of life in her 

 expression, I was guessing where my father had gone next and what land he would forge a new 

 adventure in. When she brought me to the stone garden I saw the men wearing soldiers' uniforms just like 

 my father's and thought about how he would look on the grassy hills of a countryside far away. As I asked 

 where my father was, my mother's glassy eyes ignored the question but my grandmother answered for 

 her and gave me the name of a new place I had never heard of before. 



 So when I finally got the chance I began my futile pursuit for my father’s place on the Earth. I spun the 

 globe round and round passing seasons and years yet I couldn’t find it, my globe was broken, it was 

 missing a country. Where was heaven? 

 It Cost an Arm and a Leg 
 by Shea Gallagher 

 It was the second time that week I saw an old friend post a picture on vacation, poised in front of a 

 shimmering ocean, one arm raised in the air waving, and the other a thousand miles away sat on a block 

 of ice in an auction lot. Thinking back I don’t know what held my jealous gaze and intangible thoughts 

 longer; the pristine watery backdrop, the missing left arm, or the look of a newfound bliss and 

 unburdened mind in the eyes of someone who hadn’t crossed checked the numbers in their bank account 

 with their shopping list for the next week. I told myself that I scoffed at the idea that I would never be so 

 desperate that I didn’t have it so bad. But at that point lying to myself had just become a mundane way 

 to ignore the inevitability of my dreams crashing down around me in a slow and silent way so that when 

 the day came they were entirely out of reach I’d ignore it like a frog in boiling water. 

 More and more often I would see them. On the bus, if you looked for it, you could find someone wearing 

 gloves covering fingers that weren’t there anymore. At the grocery store, aisles were shopped by 

 unilateral hearers and monocular seers. Restaurants were enjoyed by patrons with riches they were either 

 born to or bought. With both bodies free of limbs and minds free of debt they walked lighter than the 

 rest of us. 

 As the populous around me gave up their arms and legs for the comfort of nice things I became 

 decreasingly less convinced when lying to myself. The water surrounding my body, complete with all its 

 limbs, had reached the boiling point. The strange luxury of living with both my arms, legs, eyes, ears, and 

 all ten fingers came at the cost of residing under a gray sky in a dull condominium to match with spotty 

 electricity. Chipped away like an immovable monolith eventually turned into small pebbles easily carried 

 by the current of a river, the pressures of suffering a life lesser than those above me practically performed 

 the amputation for me. 

 A finger could have given me some freedom and a pleasant sense of holding my head above the water. 

 But that wouldn’t have lasted for long and an arm with all its digits is worth more than all ten of my fingers 

 combined. The physical adjustment was curbed by the comforts of my new financial standing and the 

 remaining arm attached to my right side was balanced by the numbers that filled the void on my left. I 

 had given up a part of myself but in turn, received a life I had always thought I could attain just by living, 



 and that once remote ocean now gleamed behind me. One arm wasn’t so bad and losing it had lifted 

 more than its own weight off my shoulders. 

 The price for the essential comforts I now have is steep and the medium in which I can afford them is 

 finite. But here I am again debating which leg will support me more once removed. Now that I’ve had a 

 taste for an absolute life, what price wouldn’t be too much? 

 Insufficient Travels 
 by Chloe Hocom 

 It had already been 56 days. 56 whole days without hearing a word from my now ex boyfriend. 

 Everytime my phone buzzes I still secretly hope it is him begging for me back. But would I take him 

 back? I tell myself “of course not, how could I?” But deep down I know it isn’t certain. 97% of our 

 photos have been deleted off my phone. I’m blocked on all social media platforms, which leaves me 

 having to guess what he’s up to. I have thrown out everything of his that was once living in my 

 apartment and everything that reminds me of him. Well, almost everything. When we first started 

 dating, we both had huge dreams of traveling the world. In our 7 years of dating we had visited so 

 many unique and amazing places. Jamaica, Philippines, Alaska, Mexico and Canada to name a few…. 

 We marked each place we traveled to, together, on a globe. A globe that now is covered with dust that 

 lives buried in my coat closet. I justify keeping it by telling myself I’ll continue filling that globe up and 

 turn it into my own personal travel globe. I know I’m only lying to myself, I can’t seem to fully let go of 

 him. And I don’t think I ever will. 

 The Bitter Wedding Invitation 
 by Chloe Hocom 

 The day is charming and the light wind disarranges my neat blonde hair. Congratulations to Mallory and 

 Sal on their engagement. Hopefully they don’t end up like me. Happily married one moment, then 

 arguing everyday. I am the only one here without a date, but I couldn’t reject Mal's invitation. The boats 

 head out across the ocean, disappearing in the distance. I crave to be a member on one of those boats, 

 traveling further and further away from this place. I am completely detached from what’s going on 

 around me, and then an unfamiliar face disrupts my peace and brings me back to reality. One that I did 

 not long to return to. He asks if I am okay and I reassure him that I just needed a second to myself. Then 

 he decides to join me and conversation sparks effortlessly. His name is Gregory and he is Sal’s cousin. I 

 then learned that he also came solo. His energy is rare and his presence is intense. I didn’t know this 

 then, but that day was just the start of our journey. 



 Untitled 
 by Samantha Laurence 

 The noise of the road, the bumpy street, and her grandfather's old relic was all Michelle needed at that 

 moment. Her mother had promised her she could take anything from his old house and was a bit 

 surprised to find that her daughter decided on something so unlikely as a globe. But Michelle knew 

 better than to think of it as just that. This globe held secrets. Long gazes at each country, the curious 

 fingerprints of a child feeling the mountains underneath the aged paper. She had repeated all the 

 outdated countries' names and had memorized them to heart, feeling as though she was visiting herself. 

 It was the closest she had gotten to meeting the world. Now, her older hands needed it now more than 

 ever. As a reminder of home. 

 Give someone the cold shoulder 
 by Samantha Laurence 

 The train that took people from Limbo back home had plenty of spirits, some incomprehensible and 

 others eerily human. The spirits never left, as they had lost their home, thus their destination, longer than 

 they could remember. It wasn’t uncommon to find spirits unresponsive, in a trance that could not be 

 broken as the train ran its eternal course back and forth. The human passengers weren’t keen on 

 bothering the spirits anyways. Where it was exactly they were going usually remained a mystery. 

 Sometimes, passengers rode the train crying, completely and without shame. Of course, the spirits nor 

 the other people offered any comfort to them most of the time. It certainly wouldn’t be the last time until 

 another wailing voice came entering in, grieving the same way. It became unimportant. The spirits most 

 of the time could barely empathize with such a display, instead letting out whispers complaining about 

 the noise and trailing off into a daze, getting back to dozing off within the rumbling of the compartment. 

 As a spirit, the Druid had lost most of his memories over the course of the years. He often sat near the 

 doors on the way back to Limbo, though, since watching the passengers headed to Limbo was a dull 

 sight if ever he saw one. He wasn’t anticipating the incoming passengers out of humanity, he often 

 insisted to himself. It was all the same, anyways. People always had the same problems, the Druid soon 

 realized. Those leaving Limbo had found some solution that could mend them. The Druid wondered 

 oftentimes how long it would really last. 

 Once the train stopped at Limbo, the passengers left their compartments with a silent shuffle. For all the 

 spirits figured, they weren’t even aware of where they were going. Meanwhile, the new passengers were 

 hectic, engulfed in things that they could not describe. The Druid engulfed in the sound of mumbles, 



 laughter, crying, screaming–anything. Each person was different, alive with an unbearable human spirit. 

 The spirits looked over them with pitied fascination. As stops went, this one was standard for the Druid. 

 However, one of the humans had decided to sit next to him. 

 It wasn’t unusual for a human to sit with a spirit, but it was still a cause for attention. The Druid specifically 

 was an odd choice for company on the train. He was quiet, often kept to himself. Other spirits moved and 

 said things. He had decided long ago it was too much work. Yet, here this human was. The Druid looked 

 back through the mirror, seeing his bleak and wobbly silhouette of a face rash above the station passing 

 by, ultimately disappearing. The human next to him said nothing. They simply sat as if this trip had been 

 planned for a long time. 

 The journey didn’t prove to change much either. What a hypocrite he was, to be bored by such a silent 

 presence, but in a way, having a human so close let him observe closely too. This human was older and 

 breathed very slowly. They smelled heavily of soap, although oddly the Druid could not place what scent 

 it had. Occasionally, the human shuffled to switch the position of his feet, only to frustratingly return to 

 silence. The spirits on the train who eyed them seemed to reach their own conclusion. The Druid only 

 pressed on, annoyed beyond belief. 

 He did, until he felt a head press his shoulder, then settle. 

 This caused some pause, followed by a silence that weighed itself down more heavily than before. The 

 Druid stilled, not wanting to confirm his suspicions and see the human’s head next so incredibly close. It 

 proved to be no use, though, as the smell of soap greeted him more strongly. The human was 

 unbelievably warm, almost scorching to the Druid. However, for some reason, he didn’t protest the 

 contact. After a couple moments, the human spoke. 

 “It’s cold.” 

 Before the Druid realized, the train had arrived at some obscure street. A handful of people got up, 

 including his human. The warmth left him immediately. He missed it dearly. The human didn’t look back 

 at him as they exited the train. The spirits stared at the Druid with unspoken contempt. The Druid 

 wondered what he had done to provoke such contact. He wasn’t any better than any of the other spirits 

 there. That was what made it so bizarre, after all. But perhaps even the human knew that the Druid was 

 still someone. It seemed that humans and spirits were alike, in that respect. 



 A day at the office 
 by Joshua Minas 

 Today was just another day for the son, Jesus Christ. He got up from bed slowly groveling to his closet 

 where he donned his work clothes. A boring gray dress shirt and a bright blue tie, and topped it with 

 khaki pants and dress shoes. The rest of the morning was pretty straight forward, except that there was no 

 milk for his cereal. Still, it was an easy fix. He poured the water in his cereal and just turned it to milk. He 

 got into his car and drove through the traffic to his job at'' Trinity Co.”  “ Hey Peter, how’s it going?” Jesus 

 said as he walked through the gates. “ Nothing much, oh the boss is here today” responded Peter. Jesus 

 was not happy by this, he knew that his salvation report was due by the end of the day, it was just the 

 most tedious and mentally draining task he had. He sat at his desk and got started on the report. Jesus 

 had to check his emails as they mainly consisted of prayers, as well as global and community stores that 

 gave him an idea of how many people were following his teachings. At the end of the day, God called 

 Jesus into his office to give his report. Jesus walked inside knowing these reports get worse and worse. “ 

 So you are aware of the content of these prayers and human news stories?” God asked.“ Yeah I am,” 

 Jesus responded. “ Are you also aware that in this phase of the quarter,”   “I have to carry out the 

 Revelation phase, and according to these reports right now is a proper time to carry them out”. Jesus 

 nodded lightly. “ I mean look at this there is greed, stealing, both Petty and and major, discrimination, 

 adultery, war, a disregard for human life from the human leaders. I mean listen Jesus I know when you 

 were on earth you tried your best, but I can’t let this continue. I'm going to call up the horsemen to start 

 the Revelation phase. They kept talking and a few moments later the four horsemen started their job. 

 Under God’s office sounds of yelling and pure terror began to crescendo. Thunder, hurricanes and 

 earthquakes accompanied them. A few seconds left and the sounds ended abruptly. A locust flew in 

 God’s office through a window. “Oh, hey you're supposed to be down stairs' '. He got up to shoo it away. 

 Famine was now taking a grip on mankind.  Underneath his indifferent feet men, women, and children 

 starved. People resorted to actions that would only suit a horror movie. Back in the office, God and Jesus 

 finished their conversation. God told Jesus that maybe the next time around they won’t have to kill off the 

 creatures of the earth. As Jesus left the building to go back home the screams would grow softer. He got 

 into his car and sighed “ What a day.” 



 My heart on my sleeve 
 by Joshua Minas 

 "So, after these last few weeks I think I know what you need," said a middle aged woman with pearl 

 earrings and a necklace. It was the fifth time this month Mark was sent to the therapist.  " So, how was 

 school today?" The therapist asked as she got up from her desk and went to her drawer and pulled out a 

 small device, unbeknownst to Mark.  Mark looked down and began to talk with a monotone voice. " I got 

 one of my math tests handed back to me, and I didn't like the results. I knew that the score would drop 

 my grade from a "C" to a " D". My mom is going to flip when she sees that. She is going to do that thing 

 where she compares me to my cousin. I don't want to go home. I feel afraid to tell her how I feel about 

 her constant nagging at my grades and extracurriculars."  The therapist walked up to Mark as he talked 

 and put a heart shaped pin on his sleeve causing him to uncharacteristically speak up. “ Hey, what the 

 hell?!” he barked back as the therapist smiled back at him. She sat back down at her desk and explained 

 “ What you have on you is a device that simply makes you say what's on your mind. Listen, I think the 

 reason you are so pent up and borderline depressed is because you hold in all your feelings. I think by 

 getting your emotions as soon as they happen you can take a weight off your chest and just breathe.” 

 Mark left the office and got on the bus. He yelled at a crying baby. He commented on a phone call he 

 eavesdropped on and was just acting like a jerk. When he got home his mom was at the table looking 

 down at a paper. It was his report card. " Come here please." His mom commanded as he walked in. "I 

 don't have to listen to this." Mark said as he made his way up to his room. " I'm sorry, what?!" She stood 

 up and followed him " Hey!" She shouted to him from the bottom of the staircase. Before he walked into 

 his room, the heart on his sleeve drove him to do something he thought he could never do. "No! Mom, 

 listen to me this time! I'm tired! I'm tired of staying up until 2 in the morning for a one page test! I'm tired 

 of staying after school to do those mind numbing activities!." He took three deep breaths before softly 

 smiling at her and walking to his bedroom. Pure anger had finally left his lips and he could breathe. He 

 loved just yelling, finally no longer under the heel of his own low self esteem and anxiety. His mom on the 

 other hand stood at the bottom of the staircase. Her face went from rage filled with large eyes and a full 

 form to tired eyes as her mouth was left slightly opened. He slowly walked to the kitchen table and sat 

 down. She slowly started to sob over her son's rage, realizing it was her fault. 



 not a boy in a dress. 
 by Lotus Price 

 a potent tranquility battles on the helm of afternoon. this quiet surprise breaches shirley’s thoughts, 
 amiable and complacent. all of everything seems far too big here- windows, desks, wallpaper roses, even 
 the pens have a distinct bitter numbness to them. shirley has worn the same blouse for the third time this 
 week, beige and wrinkled and too loose for a chest that stays put when she walks. *it’s just timing* she 
 thinks among all other wishy-washy thoughts. just timing? no. bigotry is a far better answer. she got 
 bullied out of her agency, so quick, it became a self fulfilling prophecy- one that might take years to get 
 angry about.not a trans girl. 

 not a boy in a dress. not possibly. not possible. this wasn’t an unfounded threat, she knew going in that 
 there wouldn’t be any great chance of being chosen. oh, but try she did. and then the eventual, friendly 
 expressions followed when her agent told her it would be a no-go.amiable. personable. don't put up a 
 fight. don't fight. 

 and now she's here again, back in the same damned oce, shrinking herself. A muddy puddle of thoughts 
 and leftover ambition. shirley was the first of us to ever bridge the notion of leaving, of being something 
 better, stronger. a desperate sense of ‘what would it have felt like if i picked up a magazine and saw 
 someone that felt like me, looked like me, was hurt like me?’. it didn’t take long before everyone and their 
 mothers found out what she was, though the irony of it always gets to me. if you didn’t know before 
 forcing her to unclothe herself, then why the fuck would it matter? beyond that, who does it really 
 concern. 

 she was passing, more than pretty and not the kind that surprises you when you pick apart her features. 
 she was breathtaking. i’ve been furious since it happened. i want to tell her it’ll be okay, that she deserves 
 to be on a runway just as much as anyone else, that she deserves to be dignified. i’m scared i might come 
 on too strong though, and looking at her now, i think ‘wow. that's a woman no one could forget’. she's 
 got her ankles laced below the desk, a half-brushed hairstyle and overly manicured fingers. contrary to 
 what you might be thinking, none of that is what makes her unforgettable. her very essence wraps up the 
 surroundings in an all-too fiery charisma, not an ounce of her is shrouded. a tendril falls gracefully on her 
 cheek and she lets it. 

 i watched her walk in, sit down and immediately begin her work. for some odd number of minutes i’ve 
 been staring, it’s a mystery how i haven't burned holes in the side of her cheek at this point. and then, in a 
 glazed moment of exhaustion, i go to her, removing myself from my own amiable and complacent and 
 far-too-big desk. she looks up, smiles, begins a greeting and i cut her off. 

 “i don’t need to tell you, but i’m angry for you. you’re far better than anyone else on that runway could 
 ever dream of being, your walk was captivating and there's no damn reason why they shouldn’t have 
 chosen you.” i don't say it, and i realize i’ve just been blinking. and then, “i know, i know”, which comes 
 from her as she wraps my hand in hers and we softly cry in the midst of our all-too-big and unfulfilling 
 workplace. 



 a nightmare and a girlfriend walk into a cauldron 
 by Lotus Price 

 the sun poured in with a rhythmic fleeting. yesterday was 78 degrees so i couldn't be sure why today was 
 even half cloudy. nevertheless i closed my curtains and promenaded to the kitchen where my girlfriend 
 sat, legs crossed and almond cloaked hair pooling over her shoulders. she looked up from her book 
 frantically saying, ‘finally, finally you’re awake! i need to show you this!’ and promptly removed her tank 
 top. i didn’t know if it was a joke or if i should scream or laugh or cry.. all that was there was confusion. 

 “what on earth is that maria?” i said without my eyes wandering to her chest for even a second. garnet, 
 was it? definitely the same color, but why is it embedded in her sternum? 

 “i just woke up with it! do you think it’ll give me magic powers or something?” 

 i rubbed my eyes and headed towards the coffee machine, hoping maybe i was still half asleep and 
 needed a bit of a pick-me-up. maybe i needed to up my medication dosage too. 

 “oh gosh, can you please just help me? i know it’s strange but like, well, it doesn’t hurt or anything. and i 
 think it’s quite pretty!” maria pouted in just the way that makes you wanna scoop her into your arms and 
 hold yourself there for a second too long and grasp too tight. 

 “baby,” i walked to her and grabbed her hands, “is this a joke? what is this?” she looked away and took 
 her hands from mine. 

 “ok... please don’t be upset. i maybe lied a little bit.” 

 i knew that whatever it was that followed this disclaimer could never actually upset me but considering 
 the novelty of the circumstances i decided it wasn’t up to me to decide what i could or couldn’t handle. 
 my intrigue made her slump more comfortably in our bar stool as she took a deep breath before 
 continuing. 

 “i woke up again, you know, with the thoughts..,” she trailed, “and i thought maybe that little psychic 
 lady down the street might, oh, i dunno, give me something to help. so i went over there this morning 
 and told it all to her, about my problem, and she made me drink something and it worked. It really did, 
 scarlet! i slept like a baby! but then i woke up with this rock growing on my chest and im not sure what to 
 do about that.” 

 i was still, trying to process. 

 “what did you expect? for her to give you a bag of 17 lavender and charge $50? i've been telling you that 
 lady is onto something” i offered a chuckle, unsure how else to reply. she looked at me with a bit of sly 
 sadness and started to cry. for the next couple hours we relentlessly tugged at the stone, hoping it would 
 pop free and life would go back to normal but it refused. the thing wouldn't budge a centimeter. maria 
 cried more and more and eventually cried herself to sleep. i tried talking her into going back to the 
 psychic, or even to a doctor, but she said she was too embarrassed. 

 as she slept i snuck my way to the mystery lady’s abode and knocked. when she answered i was a little 
 befuddled because she really wasn’t anything like what i’d expected. her nose was button shaped and her 
 eyelids dropped on the edges. her hips were square but her waist was the smallest i’d ever seen and i 



 wondered if she did waist training. her voice was just as contrast to my expectations, it was light and 
 wispy like a summer breeze. when i told her our problem, she shook her head, shoved some cash into my 
 hands along with a small bottle filled with a glittery purple fluid, and told me to leave. 

 “that should be enough money to get surgery if the purple doesn’t work” she assured me. 

 something about it all unsettled me so much, and i wondered why. after all, it was just a dream. i pulled 
 on the covers, laid my journal back into its drawer, gulped my prescriptions and sauntered to the kitchen. 

 my girlfriend was madly pacing back and forth and when she locked eyes with me she let out a yelp and 
 instantly removed her shirt, exposing a beautiful reddish-purple gem fixed right between her breasts. 

 Unnecessary things. Stroller. 
 by Siddhartha Rajeev 

 The stroller sat with a sign on its handle, hurriedly scribbled note in a bright red ink, “Free!” The wheel 

 rims were still shiny, showing years of loving hands and care. It sat beside the gardenia bush, its frills 

 blowing in the breeze. Sarah stood still on the doorstep, watching as cars went by, some slowing to have 

 a look, some not caring . It felt like a family member was being cast out, strangely making her melancholy 

 and pensive. It’s just a stroller, we have no use for it, let it house another baby. Let it be of some use.. she 

 rattled off all the things she had been drilling into her mind, over and over and over. And yet, there she 

 stood, motionless, her hand clutching a gardenia almost crushing it, the perfume wafting slightly around 

 her. It had been another ordinary day, one of those everyday, boring days, full of morning hustle, coffee 

 and pancakes, a curly haired little head, and a patter of shoes.  Doors opening , shouts of “bye mom!”, 

 cars driving away. If only she had waited, her emails could have waited, her coffee could have waited, the 

 whole world could have waited. But it didn’t. Nothing waited that day. A sudden dread, an instinct as old 

 as man, made her run to the door, bare foot and  fraught and worried. She made it just in time, just in 

 time to see the little brown  curly head wobble onto the street. What followed, the days, months and the 

 year that followed, was like clawing out from the deep bowels of the earth, dark and black and no air to 

 breathe. She could hear voices behind her, the ripping of packing tape, the gentle thud of cardboard, her 

 house and heart about to be empty. An old Toyota slowed down, came to a stop, a young man got out, 

 looked at the stroller and asked her ”for real?” Sarah nodded, clutched the gardenia tighter, and turned 

 to walk back to the door. 



 The Janitor 
 by Siddhartha Rajeev 

 Mr. Banner walked with a certain jaunt to his walk, swinging side by side , keys jangling their own music as 

 he walked down the hallway, pushing his cart. These days, he found himself liking the routine of the 

 school, his real identity lay hidden.  Of course there are days when the green monster hiding inside 

 almost showed himself, particularly when he did his rounds during lunch time. Whenever he saw bullying 

 in any form, ever since the accident in the lab he worked a few years ago, he has this urge to break his 

 rage free, and crush the bullies. He had been fired from two jobs prior to joining the Lawson Middle 

 School, and he was determined to keep this job. As he walked out of the hallway into the yard, he could 

 see a group of kids surrounding Billy, and they could feel his rage clench inside. “You are not  the hulk 

 here, you are just the Janitor” he said to himself as he walked close enough to the group, so they could 

 see him coming and run away . 

 As he turned and started walking away, he could spot Eric Kinsey staring at him from the quad. That boy 

 made all of his instincts go on high alert.  Always a loner, always by himself, slinking around the school 

 yard in his black clothes and dark eyes. He had spotted him a few times trying to sneak out of school, and 

 taken him to the principal, feeling his cold glare on his back,  instinctively on high alert. After all the 

 fighting and the battles, the daily drudgery of restrooms and hallways and school yard and children, was a 

 welcome break. He enjoyed the monotony, 

 As he made his way across the quad, to the eighth grade classrooms, pushing his cart, whistling softly to 

 himself , he almost forgot who he was. As he reached Mrs. Johnson’s classroom, he pulled out the ladder 

 from the storage closet and knocked on the door. Mrs. Johnson opened the door with a half eaten 

 sandwich in her hand and smiled. “ It's over there in the corner Bruce” she said as she went back to her 

 lunch , “ Thank you for helping me” . He muttered a “ you are welcome “ under his breath and walked to 

 the pile of science projects that she needed hung across the board.  She went” You know Bruce, Did you 

 see Kyle in the yard? Did he look upset to you? I am really worried about that child, I saw a few cuts in his 

 wrist that he did not want to talk about, Would you keep an eye out for that boy please?” He nodded a 

 cursory nod, and walked out. His instincts were like sirens, his nerves in fire, his blood coursing through 

 the veins, muscles slowly expanding, his walk was getting slower and slower, and as he turned the corner, 

 he saw him. Kyle was crouching under the stairs, pulling something out of his backpack, something dark, 

 and metallic, death written on it. As he walked towards him, Bruce muttered to himself, “ this is it, here I 

 go again, I have to find another job now, jeez!”. 



 Braceros 
 by Alex Ramirez 

 In the 1940’s the US invited Mexican farmworkers to cross lands and rivers. Able bodied folk came to hoe, 
 prune, cultivate and harvest land to feed the nation. Brown hands worked brown dirt across thousands of 
 acres while the nation’s men fought a tyrant in Europe. 

 Then the US celebrated the end of the 2  nd  world war,  while a different type of hero worked at providing 
 nourishment for this country. 

 Only then… these laborers were no longer welcome. These braceros who had worked for many years 
 were sent back. They carried their weary bodies back to Mexico, many without their promised pay. 

 Then eighty years pass and our President states that people from Mexico are drug dealers and criminals 
 and rapists. They’re criminals, he shouts. Criminals. 

 Criminals who left their land to work this land. 

 Drug dealers who farmed California, Arizona and New Mexico. 

 Rapists he shouts. Who were good then, but are not good now. 

 Mexicans who are native to California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas… long before America existed…. 

 But that was then and Trump is now. 

 The Butterfly Effect or how a case of the Mondays can bite you in the… 
 By Alex Ramirez 

 Her hands flew across the keyboard as she ground her coffee stained, while she responded to yet another 

 query regarding the status of the front office printer. Although the keys on the keyboard were well worn 

 and illegible, Pauline barely glanced at the screen while sipping her coffee. Thirty-Five years her tenure at 

 this office and no one in the building ran it the way she did. 

 It was a Monday and like most Mondays, she had arrived well before the staff. At seven am, she had 

 already made two pots of coffee, sorted the prior day’s mail, restocked the printers, checked the 

 voicemail and double checked to make sure the janitors had emptied the trash the night before. Pauline 

 prided herself on her attention to detail knew that the janitors only did their job if you double checked 

 their work. 



 She ground her teeth again as another office supply request notification chimes on email. Don’t they 

 understand, she orders office supplies on the third Thursday of the month? “I don’t care who needs 

 another set of black pens,” Pauline whispers to herself as she clicks the deny icon on the email, ignoring 

 the explanation dialogue box. I have been empowered by the president of the company to guard the 

 company assets. I’m the only one who minds the budget and I don’t care what people say…. 

 A knock on her door pulls Pauline away from her internal monologue and she responds with, “what!”. 

 “Hi, uhhh Pauline, there’s a printer repairman here that you called to service the printer… I’m sorry, can 

 you help him?” 

 Pauline pushes her chair back and it grinds against the old linoleum as she states, “I’ll take care of it,” and 

 spits at the repairman “Follow me” as she moves toward the back of the office with quick determined 

 steps. 

 She points as the printer and stands vulture-like over the man. He places his tool kit down on the floor 

 and smiles up at her as he kneels to diagnose the machine. She barks at him to hurry and he stops smiling 

 uncomfortable with proximity. He pulls the trays out and begins to examine the plastic gears while she 

 leaves and quickly comes back to insure he's working. She asks him for the fourth time how much longer 

 he’ll be and he sucks in his breadth and ignores her question. 

 Fifteen minutes later, he storms out of the office, the printer unrepaired as he tired of her insults. She 

 storms back to her office, knowing that she’ll need to call the printer company again and have them send 

 out another repairman who actually knows how to fix a printer. 

 The lack of a usable printer will push the office’s top sales rep to accept an offer from their competitor: 

 UPS. The loss of sales forces the CEO to cut back on other General and administrative jobs, terminating 

 one billing clerk, who was paying for her son’s college tuition and would later vandalize Pauline’s car in 

 retribution as well as the janitorial staff. Pauline would later absorb these janitorial duties as part of her 

 role. Weeks later, Pauline will think, the only person I can rely on is myself, while she dumps out the prior 

 day’s waste paper basket. 



 The Glass Eater 
 by Laurie Sample 

 The Glass Eater is not a charismatic sort of monster. People mostly consider her a nuisance and an 

 eyesore, if they consider her at all. They dislike the sight of her limbs shriveled like sticks of jerky, her 

 milky, moon-bright eyes, her head wrinkled and fuzzed-over like a withered peach. When people see the 

 Glass Eater, they want her to go away. This is why the Glass Eater is presently squatting on a fire escape 

 above the market, in the shadows where no-one can see her. She’s been doing this every evening for the 

 past week; crouching silently, gazing with an almost reverent hunger at  the antiques stall below, at a 

 single aged light bulb nestled among the stall’s other trinkets. There’s glass, you see, and there’s glass, 

 and the Glass Eater needs only a glance to tell the difference. Like this lightbulb, evidently hand-blown, 

 its shell crisp and delicate as a wafer and gently toasted to a golden finish by long years of use. The Glass 

 Eater has never seen anything so perfect. Great gouts of drool spill over her blunt teeth. She can’t help it. 

 She’s so tired of scavenging the streets to find only bottles sour with old beer, or moldy jam jars, or 

 smartphone screens grubbed by oily fingers. She aches for a little indulgence. 

 At last, the inevitable. Someone approaches the stall, picks up the lightbulb and inspects it. They pay for 

 it, slip it into a pocket, and melt back into the crowds. For a long time after that, the Glass Eater huddles 

 on her fire escape, forlorn and bereft. The market winds down for the night. The shoppers disperse, the 

 sellers pack up. The lights go out, one by one, and the square lies empty. 

 In the distance, tyres squeal —  the crunch of metal follows, then the tinkle of glass on macadam. 

 The Glass Eater’s belly gurgles. With a last mournful glance behind her, she slinks away into the darkness, 

 and is gone. 

 The Pigeon Woman 
 by Laurie Sample 

 The pigeon woman has eyes everywhere in the city. From first light until evening she sits on the same 

 bench in the same park, at the nexus of a swirling mass of pigeons. They eat from her hands, preen on her 

 shoulders, strut at her feet, and in turn she divines secrets from their soft throaty calls, from the flutter of 

 their whistling wings. They tell her of the transgressions and tragedies that play out in the city’s lonely 

 places: the back alleys, the abandoned lots, the underpasses. They clack their beaks into her ear and tell 

 her of everyday banalities: of arguments between neighbours, of parking violations, of possessions lost or 

 found. The pigeon woman, pucker-mouthed, gum-jawed, murmurs back to her cadre of feathered spies, 



 In this city, pigeons snatch up gossip like crumbs from beneath the tables of street cafes. They string 

 themselves along telephone wires like the notes of a dismal song, and watch, and listen. 

 The people have learned to shut their windows and draw their curtains when conducting private business, 

 but even then, the pigeons often find a way. Almost everyone knows someone with a story: looking at the 

 top of your bookshelf, only to see beady red eyes looking back at you. Climbing into the attic just in time 

 to catch a flash of oil-sheen green-purple escaping through a hole in the roof. Going down into the 

 basement, which you were so sure you’d locked, to find the ground spattered white, stuck with bits of 

 cottony down. In the end, it’s best to just accept that whatever it is you’re trying to hide, the pigeon 

 woman probably knows. 

 Here is an act of the foolish or desperate: approach the pigeon woman, scatter a libation of seeds at her 

 feet. If she nods, approach and bend an ear to her shrunken lips. There’s no telling what you’ll hear: A 

 secret perhaps, or advice. Maybe a curse. Anything, yet nothing, for the pigeon woman speaks only in 

 riddles, and no-one’s ever solved one. For days afterwards, or months maybe, your every step will be 

 shadowed by her agents; the pigeons will crowd your window sills, your doorstep, your balcony. Chase 

 them away, and they’ll return in numbers twice as strong. Don’t bother with the cops; they’re petrified of 

 her. They pretend she doesn’t exist. Pest control won’t help you either. The city exterminators would 

 rather swallow their own poison than risk whatever misfortune that might arise from harming one of the 

 pigeon woman’s birds. But feed them, shelter them, let them roost in your bookshelves and shit on your 

 carpet, and eventually they’ll leave, taking what they’ve learned of you back to their mistress. 

 Some say that it’s the pigeons who work through her, that the pigeon woman sold her soul to a demon on 

 the subway, and now the empty vessel of her body is puppeted by the birds themselves. Others say that 

 she herself is the demon. And no-one can agree on her motivations. She doesn’t sell her secrets, doesn’t 

 blackmail, doesn’t tattle. Perhaps the knowing is an end in itself. Perhaps it is only that the pigeon woman 

 lives for those moments when she locks eyes with some sleek-suited businessman, or some cocky 

 teenager, and in that instant they know she knows whatever it is that they never wanted anyone to know, 

 and they turn their bloodless faces away and hurry home. Perhaps it’s enough for the pigeon woman to sit 

 there day after day, the eldritch and inscrutable locus of an entire city. Only the pigeons truly know. 



 An Arm and a Leg 
 by Sucheta Sanadi 

 “It will cost you an arm and a leg,” Neil said. “What!” she asked, surprised. Sophia stared at him confused 

 and then realization dawned on her. “That is too much,” she said with raised eyebrows. “Then, I am 

 leaving,” he said, stood up, pushed his seat and started walking away. “No, wait, I agree to your terms.” 

 He may not be rich like her but he had self-respect and self confidence. Sophia must understand that. 

 His sister, Mia, more like his mother and friend, had been only 13 when his dad had brought him home. 

 He had howled so much when he was being rescued from the fire at the orphanage that his dad -the 

 firefighter who had rescued him - could not put him down. So he brought him home with him. Mia had 

 hobbled from the kitchen on her crutches and without any questions had received him in her arms with so 

 much love that he, even at six months, had felt the warmth and calmed down and settled in. It had been 

 an unbreakable bond ever since. Single handedly- literally, since she had lost one hand from elbow down 

 and a leg in the fire when she had been 6 years old - she had brought him up. His dad had taken to 

 firefighting as a tribute to the firefighter who had saved Mia’s life. 

 Mia had given him what even a rich mother or sister could not have given their children or siblings - her 

 time and love. They would have midnight parties. They would cook together and play board games. 

 Those numerous sunrises he had watched from his window with her, before leaving for school, were 

 something he would always treasure. She taught him the value of self respect and hard work. She helped 

 him in all of his school work even when she had her own to complete. She stayed up late with him on 

 those exam nights and when he was sick and could not sleep. He was so lucky to have her. It was due to 

 his diligence and her constant support that he had been able to completely focus on the robotic project 

 that his team had been working on and win the high school inter-state competition. His team had been 

 interviewed on a local TV channel. He regretted it now. How he wished he had never gone to the 

 interview. It had torn his life apart. 

 The day after the interview, a beautiful lady in a BMW had paid them a visit. “I am Sophia, I am your 

 mother,” she had said. She had been 16 when she had him and she could not take care of him so she had 

 left him on the steps outside the orphanage. She had seen him in the TV interview and recognized him 

 and researched to find out if it was indeed him. He looked so much like her. “Come with me,” she had 

 said, “I can give you everything now.” She was an orthopedic surgeon doing a fellowship in robotic arms 

 and legs in one of the best programs in the country. His father and sister had agreed. They loved him and 

 wanted him with them but they felt that Sophia would be able to pay for the best of colleges which would 

 not be possible for them. 



 Neil had come up with this idea then. If he did have to leave the people whom he loved the most in the 

 world, this was the least he could do for them. He could return a small fraction of the love that they had 

 given him all his life. His sister would be whole again. She would be able to walk and work wherever she 

 desired. “A robotic arm and a leg,” would help her become physically whole and independent - the 

 dream of his life. 

 The Student 
 by Sucheta Sanadi 

 When it was time to leave and meet her siblings to discuss the project they were working on, they would 

 not believe that she had to turn herself into a 2nd grade student who qualified for special education just 

 to research special education teachers ––– the endangered species. 

 She smiled to herself and glanced over at the teacher she had just given a shot of Endorphin and 

 Dopamine to calm her down. Special education teachers were the ideals. They not only managed to keep 

 themselves happy but also spread happiness to students and people around them. They created 

 enthusiasm when they differentiated lessons and made them enjoyable so that all students could learn. 

 They always stayed positive and spread joy around them.  But sometimes they needed help too, after all 

 they were humans. The teachers had to be given credit for having given so much of their time to working 

 with families of students to build relations, teach students who had been created with different talents 

 than the others. It was frustrating how people did not realize that if everybody had been created in the 

 same way life would not have been exciting. The special education teachers were some of the few 

 humans who gave her complete respect by believing in her. They made her proud by spreading their love 

 without looking at the differences in people. She would have to remember to refill them with “love and 

 determination” from the tanker that would be passing by earth soon. Their teaching job sometimes 

 tended to take a toll on them. 

 Humans were so silly, they got anxious over nothing. They needed to take life lessons from the special 

 education teachers. Life was short, didn't they realize that? From what she had read up, she knew that 

 they did and still chose to dive into worry, anxiety, war, depression. When humans were created, they 

 were supposed to enjoy life and love each other. Wasn’t that why the Garden of Eden was created? 

 Oh no! There the students went at each other again, bullying and punching each other. She would have 

 to work her magic again. She walked by them and softly touched one of them on their shoulder. He 

 instantly calmed down, apologized to the other student and walked away. She was after all 

 “Unconditional Love.” She was the only one who had the power to make people instantly feel love 



 towards each other. She felt a little guilty. It should not have to be this way. Humans had been given 

 training in loving each other unconditionally when they had been created. Why would humans want to 

 forget what was good for them and bow down before “Anger”? He was born last of all and should have 

 been therefore the least important. 

 She would have to make a note of that and brainstorm with “Joy.” This was after all a serious matter. 

 Earth had to be frozen once just so that intelligent beings could be created. If things continued the way 

 they are now, Mother Nature just may decide to bring back the dinosaurs. Training dinosaurs was so 

 boring!!! 

 Donnie’s Friend Ted 
 by Aaron Thai 

 An unplugged lamp sits on top of an old dusty table in the corner of Donnie's apartment. The cover has 

 long been lost, destroyed, or maybe just forgotten. The white LED lightbulb the only item unburdened by 

 dust. Today Donnie is trying something new. His "imaginary" friend Ted is bringing over his family. When 

 the lights turn on or off without explanation that's Ted messing with people. Got a horror movie hallway? 

 Definitely Ted. Blackout? Probably Ted. They say that Ted's not real because no one can see him. Truth be 

 told Donnie can't see Ted either, but that doesn't make Ted just a figment of Donnie's imagination. He's 

 real and today Donnie will get to meet his family. Who knows, maybe they'll use different colors and 

 make the extra cost worth it. Excitedly Donnie sits and watches the powerless lamp staring at the bulb 

 and hoping his friend will enjoy the change in light. Power moves through the house making lights dim or 

 brighten and various appliances repeat a cycle of light or death. The LED light begins to strobe at various 

 intensities, as white light begins to paint the walls in color. Appliances throughout the house begin 

 humming with power as the lights excitedly change color in an astonishing rate. In a matter of dizzyingly 

 bright moments the LED light becomes a bearable warm night light, a voice manifests from the air, "Told 

 you I wasn't insane love, that's Donnie." 

 Let’s Talk 
 by Aaron Thai 

 "Our words have weight," these are my house words, etched onto the family’s crest and passed down 

 from generation to generation. Similar sayings exist as our enemies and competitors like to explain, but 

 we will quickly teach them that silence is golden. A simple idea really, that what is said cannot easily be 

 taken back, but there is more to that than just lip service. I was thirteen when I found out that the saying 

 passed down was a literal expression. I remember that night, it was after watching part of a horror film I 



 wasn’t supposed to watch. For whatever reason I decided to watch anyway, teenage rebellion and 

 curiosity what not. That quickly became too much. As I quietly retreated into the darkness my darn cat 

 brushed my leg, and the terror I felt exploded from mouth and before I knew it things were falling. I went 

 to run away but each time I turned my head more things fell to the floor, and in a final act of desperation I 

 ran to my parents. 

 Ever stepped on a plastic building block? How bout hit your shin on something hard and protruding? 

 Well, I did all that that night and then some before stumbling into my mother’s arms. When the lights 

 came on, the hallway I was watching in, the kitchen where my cat was, and the living room were littered 

 with blocky letters. I took getting tripped up on your own words to a new level. The stuff was like obsidian 

 but darker, maybe like the space rock in the film. Everything after that is history, though I kept a piece of 

 my first spoken word as a memento. They called me a speaker then, as if I didn’t talk already. Keep it a 

 secret they said, can do, told no one but you. Now they call me an orator, one of the best the family has 

 ever seen. My words are an instrument, a weapon, and anything or everything in between. And you, 

 buddy ol’ pal were there to see me fly up the rank and then literally. 

 I don’t talk much now. You know why. Too many rules and an extra dose of caution. When I do talk, 

 people listen, you’ve seen it. Things happen, lots of things. Good things, bad things, or just things. You 

 never know, I kinda know, but I guess that’s just how it goes. So, I guess you’re wondering why we’re here. 

 Why we’re having this “conversation.” Have I not been good to you? I’ve given you, my closest friend, so 

 much and trusted you with so much more. Silence is gold after all, and you have basked in that radiance. 

 So then, why are we here? As I sit across from you not saying a word, I know you’re thinking of every 

 possible conversation we could be having, some many times worse, others only in dreams. Am I yelling, 

 spewing fire and brimstone? Did I make it rain lead or wash away your sins with my tears? Or is there 

 more at stake and a river of blood to pay? My words have weight, friend, but I hope the silence crushes 

 you. 



 Emergency Medical Technician 
 by Carolyn Vidal 

 Kenny’s mama told him about playing with dead rodents when he was eight years old. She warned him 

 that things that were dead were meant to stay dead. Don’t play with the gods, that’s their job, they don‘t 

 like it when you try and take their duties from them. Five years later when his cat, Bubbles died she 

 reminded him again. 

 Years went by when Kenny graduated from high school and then college. He married his high school 

 sweetheart, and they had two children, a girl and a boy. Life was good. He even got his dream job as an 

 EMT working in the San Francisco bay area. 

 Kenny loved helping people and he was good at it, he treated the sick as if they were his family, even the 

 ones that didn’t like him because of the color of his skin. They were family, too. As time moved on Kenny 

 had forgotten about his childhood powers because his mama told him how dangerous it was to have so 

 much power, and that it was a big responsibility that came with consequences if crossed. 

 His mama told him about life experiences and death being a passage from this life to the next. He 

 believed her, but he had powers like a god certainly he wouldn’t have them if he wasn’t supposed to use 

 them. He no longer wanted to tell the families sorry, so and so, didn’t make it. He didn’t want to feel their 

 tears, nor did he want to feel death in his hands. He could even feel the person’s energy leave the body. 

 It wasn’t the first time someone died while he tried to keep them alive, but it was the first time he wanted 

 to save a life. He didn’t know if his powers were dormant, but he had to try, so he did.  The man wanted 

 to live. Kenny knew this when he saw his father's eyes as he listened to the dissonance breathing. Kenny 

 placed one hand on the man’s heart and the other on his forehead. The EKG reading on the monitor 

 indicated total cessation of cardiac activity—flatling. Suddenly, he heard the most beautiful song ever 

 written— beep-beep beep-beep. That was the beginning to an end. 

 Red lights flashing, two weeks later, the sirens wailing, cars parting like the red sea to allow Kenny‘s unit 

 through. Multiple car crashes on 680, Kenny unit was first on the scene. Smoke billowed the night air, a 

 couple of cars on their sides, one flipped and landed on the hood, bodies thrown from those cars, it was 

 horrific. Kenny wanted to save as many lives as he possibly could, he knew he could save one from the 

 old man with his father’s eyes, but he didn’t know if he could save many. 

 A few days later the woman in room 412, bed B, asked him a question he wasn’t expecting. She was in a 

 wheelchair with no sensation from the neck down. “Why didn’t you just let me die?” 



 Autopilot 
 by Carolyn Vidal 

 “Nah, it’s not a good day. Two cops just knocked on my door handing me a restraining order, telling me 

 that if I break it, they will see me in jail. I told them straight up that Tamara Johnson, she was the one 

 giving me the business. I should be the one giving her a restraining order. You feel me.” Spittle flying all 

 over the screen of my cell phone. “Nah, nah, no worries. I’m going there right now. I’ll call you when I get 

 back. Yeah… later.” 

 Traffic is like super crazy everybody hanging on their horns, just letting them sing. “What hell, no parks in 

 front of Little J‘s, that’s just freakin’ great!” I said aloud. I can’t believe Tamara, but I’m gonna keep a lid 

 on it, for now, nobody needs to know my business. 

 The bell chimes just as it did three days ago, I was happier than hell, everything in my life was right as 

 rain. I finally got the girl of my dreams, my soul mate. Then this shit happens with the restraining order. 

 My mind racing a mile a minute trying to figure out what I did wrong to make Tamara ghost me. My body 

 was on autopilot just going through the motions. I feel like the biggest fool ever walked upon this small 

 marble in the universe. 

 Little Jay, he recognizes my face and nods to let me know I am next. I have the kind of face most people 

 can’t forget like a movie star. Before I can sit down Little Jay says, “Next!” 

 “That’s me,” I said just in case someone else thought they were Next.  I force a smile to keep my private 

 business concealed. 

 How can I help you today? 

 I want this shit off my chest. 

 Say what? Dude you were just here. About… what… three days ago. 

 Yeah, exactly. 

 “What’s wrong?” 

 “It ain’t your work, it’s my girl.” 

 “I remember the picture, she has those cute dimples, very nice smile. Your soulmate.  It looks just like 

 her.” 

 “I know, right! Beautiful!” I said, adding, “Her name is Tamara, she wasn’t too happy with it.” 



 “No way! What did she not like? Like I said, it looks just like her. Your girl must be trippin, cause that was 

 my best work ever.” 

 Then what’s she trippin’ from? 

 Bro, seriously, beats the hell out of me. 

 “You know, I’m young, I wanted to let her know just how much I love her. Straight up, no water down 

 version like puppy love. Real talk.” 

 “What do you want from me?” 

 “I want to get this shit off my chest,” I say, meeting his gaze. 

 “Sit down man, let me take a look at it. We just got a new formula that’s been approved from the FDA 

 called Eraser. Since it’s fairly fresh, it should work. But I ain’t promising nothing. You're gonna need to sign 

 a release form exalting us from any responsibility, meaning it may or may not completely remove off your 

 chest—it’s a maybe. 

 I look at him, tatts crawling out from everywhere, even on his shaven head. Like if he was a walking, 

 breathing advertisement billboard. Scribbling my name, not knowing what the hell I was signing. Little Jay 

 starts moving like a well oiled machine, mixing formulas and cleaning the area where he was about to get 

 Tamara off my chest. 

 Everything he needed was on a silver tray that was adjacent to the examination table that looked more 

 like a recliner with just as many positions as there are in sex. I pull my t-shirt over my head, and sit down 

 making myself comfortable. 

 He snaps on some rubber gloves, and starts to examine my chest. 

 “That’s some of my best work, it’s a damn shame to get rid of it,” Little Jay says. 

 With no warning Little Jay applies the mixture on my chest. 

 The shit burned like hell’s fire. My fingernails digging into the upholstery of the examination table’s arms. 

 “Yeah, I forgot to warn you, it’s gonna burn.” Little Jay says. 

 “You’re a day late and a dollar short with that one.” I say choking back tears from the pain. 

 “What's your situation?” Little Jay says. 

 I didn’t know Little Jay, we met for the first time three days ago, and I thought that was the end of our 

 relationship. Right now, I need him, like a big brother to figure the problem out. 



 I gave him the water down version. 

 “I met Tamara about four months ago, not exactly, but you know. I just kinda watched her from afar, at 

 first. I was trying to build up the courage to talk to her. See what she liked, what she didn’t like, you know 

 regular stuff. Where she lived, where she worked, what foods she liked, what kind of company she kept. 

 Cause you know, I don’t want no bi-polar crazy.” I laughed but he stopped and stared at me. 

 “Dude, that sounds like stocker shit!” He says with one of those “what the fuck“ faces. 

 “Bro, it’s not like that. We met up after I found her on one of the dating sites, which took a few weeks. 

 She finally agreed to meet up, three days ago. I put on my charm, everything was good, I could tell she 

 was all into me. Until, I showed her the tattoo of her face on my chest. That was when things went 

 sideways, she started ghosting me, changed her cell number, like what the hell, right?” 

 He didn’t have to say anything, it’s on his face. 

 The Sword 
 by Camille Vilar 

 Yes. This is all he said to me. Yes. This is his only response. Yes. This is all he said before he turns 
 his heels and gets into the car. 

 ************* 

 Ring! Ring! Ring! 

 “Sweetheart, are you going to turn the alarm off, or am I going to have to wake you up myself?” 
 I hear my mom say as she is climbing up the stairs. 

 “I am up, mom. Don’t worry, I just have to get ready.” I say quickly getting up and getting ready 
 for school. 

 “Breakfast is ready for you and I will be home early tonight.” She says at my door with a sweet, 
 soothing voice. 

 “Thanks mom. Is dad bringing me to school?” 

 “No, he left for work already and I am going to start getting ready too.” Mom answers, 
 making me sigh. 

 “Okay mom, love you.” I say. 

 “Love you too sweetheart.” She replies with her calming voice. With this I go down the stairs 



 and go into the kitchen to grab my food. Our kitchen has gray marble tiles as the countertop and we 
 also have a kitchen island with gray marble tiles as the top as well. We have a fruit bowl 
 with bananas, oranges, apples, and pears in it, which is on top of the kitchen island. We also have 
 a couple of cereal boxes on the island too. I just take my food and I head out the door, walking 
 myself to school. 

 ************* 

 In thirty minutes tops, I make it to school. I am a senior in high school, and as I enter the building…I 
 bump into someone. It is the boy who left years ago. The boy who left his best friend with only saying 
 yes. Then my eye catches the keychain on his backpack–the sword. It is the same one I have on mine 
 because he is the one who gave it to me in the first place. He’s here right now. I run into his arms and 
 mess up his brown shaggy hair. As always he never combs it. I am still going to be the one who’s going 
 to do it for him like before. 

 “Hey, it’s been a while and I see you still have the keychain I gave you.” He says shyly. 

 “Of course, you gave it to me, you dork.” I reply while lightly punching his shoulder. 

 “Why would you keep it?” He asks with an eyebrow slightly raised. 

 “I don’t know. I guess, it’s because it’s from you.” I say slightly embarrassed. 

 “I see.” He says while taking my head into one of his arms and the other messing it up as if I am his 
 long lost sister or something. He then lets go and laughs. I laugh with him. Then the memory 
 begins… 

 ************* 

 “Hey, may I know your name?” A boy with big brown eyes and shaggy hair asks as he walks up to 
 me. 

 “My name is May. What’s yours?” I ask back while looking at the ground. 

 “My name is Will, and can we be friends?” He says while putting his hand out for me to shake. 

 “Sure.” I say as I shake his hand. I laugh too because I am only seven. 

 “Friends forever?” He asks. 

 “Friends forever.” I reply and we both take our pinkies out and we make this promise. Then a 
 few years pass and our bond is as strong as ever. He acts like an older brother to me. Honestly 
 though he has every right because he is three years older than me. I found that out after two 
 years of being friends. I am now thirteen, so he is sixteen. I can’t believe it, my best friend is 
 sixteen. 



 However, this is the saddest day of my life. His birthday present is them moving to New York. Hearing 
 the news, he runs up to me and hands me–a sword keychain. He knows he is leaving, he just didn’t 
 know it would be today. All his things are packed and are in the car already. All he 
 has to do is go inside it. Me realizing what is going to happen makes me sick to my stomach. My best 
 friend is saying goodbye on his sixteenth birthday. Out of all the days, it has to be today. He turns 
 away from me, but before he could I lightly tap his shoulder. 

 “Do you have to leave?” I say with tears slowly forming. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Is this our friendship pact keychain?” I ask with my head down. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Will I ever see you again?” I ask, hopeful. 

 “Yes.” 

 This is all he says and he hugs me and kisses me on the forehead. He lets me go and with no 
 other words, goes into the car. 

 ************* 

 The Veterinarian 
 by Camille Vilar 

 A young woman, who is only 20, has a job as a vet. She takes care of different kinds of animals, may it be 

 birds, dogs, cats, and so many more. However, whenever the animals are in her care, she talks to them. 

 Many people call her crazy because they believe that the animals would not reply back. However, as they 

 watch her, the more they realize that she's an animal whisperer. 

 When the young woman asks the dog or a cat where it hurts they tell her by lifting up their paws or roll 

 on their belly to help her understand. Little do they know it’s much more than that, she can communicate 

 to the animals she takes care of. She can hear their voices and they don’t have to show where it hurts 

 because she can actually hear them talk. If people find out about the truth, they would definitely call her 

 crazy. This is why the animals show her where it hurts to prevent the people from finding out the truth 

 because how can a young woman like her be able to talk to animals? There is no such person who can 

 do this type of thing. After a month passes, people overheard her talking to animals and it seems like 

 the young woman can actually communicate with the pets. This incident made the people question her 

 credentials. She’s no longer the vet of the town. She is just another ordinary girl who is looking for 

 another job. A month passes once more, and still no job. The townspeople snicker everytime she walks 



 by. After sometime she decides this is no longer a place she can call her home. She leaves town and 

 ends up in a city full of people like her. People who had been called crazy their whole life because they 

 were normal, yet magical people. A few months pass, and a new boy joins the welcoming city. The 

 young man and the young woman lock eyes for just a moment. There was something there already. But 

 little did she know he has the same power as her. They end up talking and falling in love with each other. 

 Then all of a sudden something happens. He disappears out of the blue. 

 This was years ago, she is now a mother of two (twins) and is married to a man who is madly in love 

 with her. She still has the same powers as always and now she has a couple of cats, dogs, birds, and 

 rabbits in her home. She tells her furry friends to go up the stairs and watch her two children as she 

 gently lays them in their crib. She goes down the stairs. Then the doorbell rings, she opens the door 

 and sees the man who has the same powers as her. The man who was her first love. The man who has 

 the eyes and nose of her two children. The one she called home. After five years, he returns. Not 

 saying another word she runs into his arms. Then everything goes black. The woman gains 

 consciousness and sees the lifeless body of her true love. The man she married was no ordinary man. 

 The Clown and The Phantom 
 by Sophia Zuniga 

 I tell the crowd my last joke, with my still unchanging face, their laughter fills the enormous red and 

 white-colored tent to the brim. The Ringmaster's voice booms “Give it up for Mr. Dopper the Clown!” 

 There’s no point standing there hearing all of them love my jokes, still leaves my smile nonexistent and 

 makes this tired feeling even more unbearable. I make my way out of the big top and back towards my 

 dressing room. 

 Moving the thick maroon curtain out the way I step into the cramped but still roomy place I spend most 

 of my time at work, off stage. I grab the stupid dual-colored pointed hat off of my head as well as my 

 black clown nose and toss them on top of the large chest in the corner. I grab the pack of cigarettes 

 from inside of my perfectly split long striped sleeve shirt. Pulling out the chair from underneath my vanity 

 I take a seat with a loud thud and an exhausted sigh. I grab my lighter and ignite my thin death stick. 

 Not even after a couple of drags, I hear his annoying voice. Almost on instinct, I take the cig from my lips 

 with my right index and middle finger so I can drag my left hand down my face. But then I remember I 

 still have the huge black del shapes painted on from the bottom of my eyes to my jawline. Here we go 



 again. “ You did great out there! Why not crack a smile?” Before answering I take two more long drags 

 from the cig. “It was just another night, and you know I haven’t cracked this blank expression since the 

 accident, Wil.” “I know, I know but was it really an accident?” 

 Flashes of that night and many others resurface in my brain. “Fuck you. You know I hate when you 

 mention it.” Another long drag from my cig. “Yeah, I do but you're a liar.” I can’t help but scoff. “You’re 

 a real ass, you know. The first time was an accident and you know that. But the second time and all the 

 times after… I did lie about those.” Damn, I killed the cig. I grab another and light it once again. When I 

 blinked a little longer than normal, Wil decided to drape his arm over my slumped shoulders “Did you 

 see that guy in the front row glare at you like you were trash on the stage?” I blew the smoke from my 

 last drag in his face that was too close for comfort. “I did, it made it hard to hold it together. Pretty sure I 

 made such an extremely morbid joke while staring at him.” Wil removed his arm from my shoulder and 

 fanned the smoke from his face. “God I hate when you do that.” I could help but chuckle at his reaction. 

 He hums and rolls his eyes, then messes with a piece of black hair “I love your split hair, pure white on 

 one side and pitch black on the other.” “Whatever, why did you bring up the asshole in the front row?” 

 swatting his hand from my hair and turning my head to look at his. The smile on Wil’s face grew to a 

 wide almost toothy grin. “Why don’t we give him a private show later tonight?” I blow out a long 

 smokey breath thinking over Wil’s offer. I open my mouth to answer. But the Ringmaster pulls open my 

 dressing room curtain, “Hey Dopper we need you for the final number.” “Okay I’m coming.” I stub out 

 my cigarette in the ashtray on my vanity. The smoke that once created Wil’s figure now dissipates. 

 Leaving in its wake a phantom of Wil’s voice in my head. “I think I will give him a private show tonight. I’ll 

 leave him dying of laughter.” 

 Escape from Tartarus 

 by Sophia Zuniga 

 My back presses against the cold glassy stone wall of my obsidian cell. All I see are the tally marks 

 covering the wall from the ceiling to the floor of the inescapable lava-encased cage. Phantom pain 

 from my missing right leg makes my body cringe, I curse the warden under my breath as I massage the 

 half of my calf left from my failed attempt at freedom. “Today will be different, I WILL get out of this 

 hell hole.” I stand clumsily up leaning against the cell wall to stable myself before hopping over to the 

 edge of my mattress. My hidden chest reveals itself as I lift the mattress and prop it against the tally 

 carved wall. Pulling the prosthetic I’ve slaved away to make for the last year and a half, I fashion it to 

 my calf stump and pull out the TNT stashing it into the satchel I was able to create with the little bit of 



 magic I’ve been conserving for the last three months. “I hate these fucking silence stones, I already 

 have a hard enough time getting around in this cell with a missing leg, I don’t need this stupid fatigue 

 on top of it.” 

 Walking over to my bookshelf that only holds two books I glance at the simple clock hanging on the 

 bleak cell wall. “He should be here any minute.'' A hint of excitement is woven into my statement. I 

 write off the spark of excitement as adrenaline for my plan I’ve been constructing for years now. I 

 grabbed the book that he gifted to me in the first few years I was here. I still remember the days when 

 visiting Corvus and sneaking into Jax’s office was a daily routine. 

 “Reminiscing?” Jax’s familiar voice says over the intercom “Time for dinner, Sophilia.'' The sound of 

 lava draining from the hall connecting my cell to the main corridor fills my cramped cell. The wall of 

 lava in front of the solid black steel bars drains away. There he stands, the only guard that somehow 

 still sees and treats me like a human, Jax. He was appointed the position of my permanent guard 

 after my violent outburst and previous failed escape attempt. “Nice leg.” he says nodding to my 

 prosthetic right leg. “shit.” I muttered, “You weren’t supposed to see this.” He places the tray of 

 food onto the small bookshelf “You know, you can trust me. I’ve been…your guard for the last 3 

 years.” I divert my gaze for his eyes that bore into me. “ I know…” He must have seen my body 

 tense up “So, you rereading Pride and Prejudice for the thousandth time or just reminiscing?” 

 Looking at the book in my hand and placing it in the satchel slung across my body “Reminiscing.” 

 then pick up the book Corvus gifted me years ago and stuff it into the satchel as well. Jax grins and 

 laughs “Where are you going.” My eyes meet his face full of amusement that slowly fades to 

 sorrowful understanding “oh,” the armored wall I’ve built around my heart creaks slightly. My brows 

 furrow lightly “Jax” “Sophilia I don’t want to fight you.” The hunger for freedom overtakes my body. 

 I swiftly grab his arm and smash my forearm into the side of his neck. Then grab the back of his neck 

 and drive my knee into his forehead. He stumbled back holding his head in pain and falls to the 

 ground. My steely gaze is fixed on his collapsed body. I can see him fighting to stay conscious but, I 

 can tell he's losing the fight so I grab the sword from his belt then turn and head to the hall. “You’re 

 still my friend, even if I’m not yours.” Jax’s raspy pained voice shatters my concentration. Guilt 

 shoots through my heart and tears form in the corner of my eyes as I run down the hall pulling the 

 lever to lower the bars and lava. I twist my head around to check the camera fed for a split second 

 then sprint to the main corridor. Reaching the entrance of the corridor I hear the hushed 

 conversation of two lower-ranking guards. “Jax is a fool for seeing inmate 18 as anything but a 

 monster.” “I heard that 3 years ago she killed two guards in cold blood. Psycho bitch deserves to rot 

 in here.” My vision turns red, creeping towards them, sword at the ready. I ambush one of the 

 guards, throwing my hand over his mouth and deeply slicing his jugular. His body topples to the 

 ground and I can hear him choking on the thick maroon blood filling his throat. The second guard is 



 paralyzed by fear, but manages to smash his fist into the alarm button on the wall. “damn it.” I 

 plunge the sword into the guard's heart and twist the blade, I see the light of life quickly fade. 

 The sound of footsteps running towards me, iron doors slamming shut, and blaring alarms fills the 

 massive corridor. I don’t waste time retrieving the sword from the guard's chest, my body rushes to 

 outrun the horde of guards coming my way. An enormous reinforced iron door lowers in an attempt to 

 barricade the corridor. My legs dash to the shrinking opening. I slide underneath the enormous door 

 narrowly missing the iron door smashing into the ground. More guards emerge, and the warden is 

 nowhere in sight, but I don’t stop to fight, I just keep running. They swing their swords, try throwing 

 punches but the cavern that leads to the world outside sits only a few feet away. Dodging and weaving 

 through their attack I finally make it to the massive cavern shielding the prison on earth. “damn they 

 already closed the entrance.” that doesn’t halt my escape, that's what cost me my leg last time. So I 

 make my way to the guard tunnel, beside the main entry. “Did you really think I was that stupid, you 

 demon. I won’t let you escape!” In the blink of an eye, the warden is right behind me. Fear and 

 adrenaline keeps my body moving forward. My heart is pounding against my chest and my lungs are 

 burning, but I continue running. I feel her cold sharp blade graze my left bicep, blood leaks from the 

 fresh wound. 

 Hissing in pain my feet hit the ground faster than ever before. The view of the tunnel that's only a 

 couple of feet away is what I forced on to try and forget the pain. Just as I’m about to get to the 

 entrance of my freedom. The warden's blade slices through the flesh and muscle of my left arm like it's 

 nothing. I feel the blade saw through my humerus. The sound of flesh ripping and a scream dripping 

 with agonizing pain ripped through my throat filling the empty cavern. Blood gushes from the stub of 

 my remaining arm. My hand throws itself to raw amputation in an attempt to prevent too much blood 

 loss. The shock of the warden's close proximity makes my adrenaline spike, I start running at an almost 

 inhuman speed in hopes of making an escape. Once I reach the tunnel, my blood soaked hand grabs 

 the TNT from my satchel and places it at the opening. The sound of the warden's rapid footsteps grows 

 closer until I see her face come into view. “You can’t contain chaos.” with that my finger presses the 

 detonator and the explosion causes the entrance of the tunnel to cave in. My ears are ringing from the 

 explosion but with adrenaline coursing through my body, I resume my running. Brisk winter air hits my 

 face as I’m met with the world I’ve been kept from for so long. Shock and excitement keep me moving 

 forward, now at a slower rate than before. The constant fatigue I’ve been living with dissipates but 

 excruciating pain starts setting in and my run turns into me stumbling forward, soon my body 

 completely collapses. I drag myself to a tree before I slip into unconsciousness. Leaning my head 

 against the tree my vision darkens and my hearing dulls. I hear the sound of faint footsteps 

 approaching. Then everything goes dark. 



 Short Fiction 

 Y  ou see the world  through tinted 
 windows. 

 If the eyes are the windows to the soul, 
 then who’s soul am I seeing 

 for it cannot be yours. 

 Such kind eyes with delicate lashes and 
 painted irises; 

 How can such sorrows hide? 

 Eyes like sunlight shattering, 

 me, 

 like fractured pond water mirrors 

 hidden feelings; hidden selves. 

 Transparent winds change 

 and see-through breezes flow through 

 your lucent  gaze, my still-swollen eyelids. 

 Do not punish my tears. 

 Stand proud, regal. No mistakes. Head tall, shoulders back, back straight. Years and years of practice and 

 repetition drilling every minute detail to perfection. Poised and calm. Cool and collected. Every step is 

 executed expertly with a precision that leaves no room for errors. Movements are fast yet graceful: It's like 

 walking on air. To last decades the choreography is ingrained in memory. Move with the music to stay on 

 beat, arms delicate, but strong; letting a droplet of water trickle from the tip of the shoulder to drip off 

 the tip of the finger. Each stroke is always flowing. 

 I pirouette with pinpoint precision flittering around the stage. As the music crescendos, I release a silent 

 sigh. My stamina is at its end, I’m breathing heavily praying no one notices. With a bow, the applause and 

 cheers rise as the curtain closes and I end. Sweat splatters down as I run off to the cover of the wings in a 

 hush. I get pats on the back walking back to the dressing room and congratulations are called. Finally 

 able to breathe, I wipe everything off my face and purse my lips at the once-white wipe. With other 

 dancers, we patiently sit still as our hair and face are fixed by expert hands. Rubbing my sore feet I listen 

 to music trying to get my pulse back under control, the sweet melodies working wonders. 



 “Manon!” A dummy in a floppy, knitted sweater at least two sizes too big barges into the room promptly 

 landing in my lap. “Oh, you were beautiful! I could barely see your feet on the ground. You were basically 

 floating. How do you do that?” Cecilia wraps me in a hug making me choke on the water I had glugged 

 down earlier. I’m thankful I had already taken my costume off. 

 “Practice I imagine.” 

 “Oh, please, it’s more than just practice, Manon. I’ve seen dancers put in double the effort and jump half 

 as high.” 

 “They don’t jump  half as high  ,” I keep going at Cece’s  look of incredulity. “I mean I just jump. I don’t 

 think about getting there, it just happens. What else do you want me to say?” 

 “Say something…” The tooth of each cog fits simply in the calyx of the next and the mechanism of her 

 thought process clicks into place with a conclusion “Something you’re bad at. Like really bad at, not just 

 so-so at.” 

 “Step sequences.” 

 “Wrong.” 

 “What do you mean wrong?” I felt my feathers rise at the retort, sensing as much she continued. 

 “Don’t get your feathers all ruffled, I mean you don’t suck at step sequences and you know it. Now try 

 again.” 

 “Spins?” 

 “Oh! That reminds me,” It’s as if the prior topic of conversation hadn’t happened. “Did you get to see the 

 Pas de Deux?” 

 “No.” I’d been getting ready for my own dance at the time. 

 “No? Well, don’t worry I did because let me tell you.” 

 It’s usual for her to go on a tangent about how ‘  you  should at least fall on your face or something, Manon, 

 you make the rest of us feel like ducks  ’ after my  scenes, and then the ‘  utterly disgusting, I swear  I was 

 dancing through peanut butter everything was sloppy and gross  ’ of hers, but Cece seldom commented 

 on other dances, let alone a Pas de Deux, because ‘  partner dances are lame, you have to share the 

 spotlight and be all lovey-dovey to have “good stage chemistry” no one cares about the chemistry. If 

 you’re gonna share the stage don’t make it so someone has to help you spin around awkwardly. It's a spin 

 for god’s sake, not a backflip.’  Something is different  this time: her tone catches my attention. 



 “You didn’t notice the other dancer at all! The ballerina was upstaging him the whole time. What’s the 

 point of a partner dance if you’re not going to let your partner dance? I mean, she danced beautifully, 

 yeah, but if you’re gonna stoop to having a partner you might as well use them for, like, lifts and stuff. 

 And her step work was so precise, what? More than yours. I know I was shocked too, she’s gonna steal the 

 spotlight, Manon, I’m calling it. And she didn’t even break a sweat, do you know how disgraceful it is to 

 sweat like a hippo? What’s her name, H-something. Heidi? No, Hailo? Nope.” 

 I thought back to the program they’d posted backstage. “Helia?” 

 “Yeah, yeah that’s it.” 

 “Ladies! Listen up, this is the fifteen-minute call for act three. Please return to your respective rooms and 

 get ready for your scenes.” The supervisor, a lady with a sharp chin and even sharper gaze, calls. I looked 

 over at the door where she was standing holding a clipboard, pen tucked tidily in her hair. A shadow 

 creeps out from the far side of the doorframe. The clock on the wall slows its ticking, each shift of gears a 

 muted thump like I’m underwater. I sense rather than hear Cece begin to protest. My eyes are transfixed 

 on the silhouette passing behind the supervisor. Each heartbeat I feel in my core, a resonant beat in my 

 ears. Everything fades away to black, everything except the girl who turns in my direction impossibly slow. 

 The intensity of my pulse, my vision, and the drumming in my ears is nothing compared to the strike of 

 lighting from her gaze. Those eyes. 

 “Miss. Connor please unhand Miss. Cloris and return to your room promptly. Your costume isn’t going to 

 put itself on and you need your makeup fixed. You have a smudge.” 

 “It’s chocolate. And why do I have to leave? I don’t go on until later. Besides, I need Manon for moral 

 support, can’t you see I’m simply devastated after that disastrous performance?” Cece flares her hand in 

 front of her and flops back down on top of me in fake despair. The appalled expression at the thought of 

 chocolate getting on the costumes of the supervisor has provoked me to stifle a snort. 

 “Time is of the essence, let us leave Miss. Conner, please.” 

 “Go Cece, I have to get ready so I won't be able to talk with you. I promise I’ll head right to your room as 

 soon as I’m off.” 

 “But-” 

 “No doesn’t mean beg harder, we’re going.” 

 “I’d hardly consider that to be a ‘no’...” And so, she slouches out of the room dragging her feet with 

 every step grumbling her disapproval all the while. I chuckle quietly as the supervisor sighs pinching her 

 nose in exasperation. To people who don’t know her, Cece’s moods can be overwhelming. In public it’s 



 endless energy, bouncing off walls and through roofs; it’s giggling and laughter and stupid comments and 

 infectious smiles. Cecilia is a blanket of warm sunshine in every room, the soft breeze that frees you. With 

 her, you’re eight again and that’s okay. I get a second chance at the childhood I mistakenly grew out of 

 too fast. She has a grace that eludes her personality but effortlessly carries her on stage. Cece can fall 

 from a stray gasp of wind and land all her turns without a hint of hesitation. 

 Despite her fluid personality, Cece has been a rock in my life when I’ve needed grounding; a constant 

 when nothing else was. You grow up praised for being mature and everyone expects you to be the 

 example, the model, the ideal version. No one considers that stars burn half as long when they’re twice as 

 bright. A pernicious pressure was growing around me and it exhausted me. So when I broke, I shattered. 

 But when a lightbulb burns out, it’s thrown away and replaced. I had never felt less human than I had 

 then. I was suffering and wanted to suffer alone; Cece hadn’t let me. She helped me collect the shards of 

 my glass heart and forge it anew. The blood, sweat, and tears had made it stronger. What I didn’t know 

 was that despite the unscathed appearance, hairline fractures had been spider webbing inside. Diamonds 

 are formed under pressure and so to become diamonds, there must be pressure. Diamonds are rare and 

 valuable, but the bread that feeds the people, the bread that rises when left alone, is forgotten. 

 The next few scenes come and go without any notable events and as promised, Manon leaves for the 

 dressing room Cece shares with a couple of other dancers in their class. Leaning against the doorframe, a 

 soft smile grows on her face as she admires her friend in peaceful sleep, with the same tender look of an 

 older sister. The other dancers, absentmindedly scrolling through their phones, either don’t register that 

 someone entered or ignore Manon as she makes her way to the dingy couch. Crouching down, she pokes 

 Cece’s cheek a couple of times until Cece opens an eye to slap her hand away groggily. The couch 

 groans as Cece stiffly sits up making space for Manon to sit. As soon as she does, Cece collapses on top 

 of her legs. The two pass out, pausing the world around them to rest, savoring the short minutes before 

 the universe decides to summon them to their labor again. As it happens, their peace lasts a bittersweet 

 forty-five minutes before the performance requires them again. The phalanx of dancers regally walk the 

 stage under boiling lights for the final bows. 

 On any other occasion, the weather would be considered dreadful. A moonless night leaves the job of 

 lighting the way to the few stars visible and the stuttering streetlights. Despite the bite of cold that greets 

 her as soon as she steps out, Manon finds relief in the calm of the nothingness of the sky. As she makes 

 her way to the parking lot, the events of the show edge into her mind. During the bows, she’d tried to 

 keep an eye out for the shadowed dancer, but no one had quite matched the figure she remembered. 

 After that, she’d been too drained to put any more effort into what was bound to be a vain attempt to 

 catch a phantom. 



 The breeze soothed her scalp and flowed through her hair, finally released from the strict bun it’d been in 

 all day. That same breeze, as soothing as it was to Manon, caught Cece unawares and she teetered, 

 bumping into Manon and crowding her vision with flaxen curls. As soon as she sits down in the passenger 

 seat, Cece is out like a light, leaving Manon to drive them home with only her thoughts as company. The 

 two sluggishly make it to Manon’s room, barely scraping the energy together to brush their teeth. The 

 cool bed is a welcome comfort to their still-warm bodies, and they effortlessly drift off to a dreamless 

 sleep. And just like that, the life of being a star dazzling in the night ends, and the two are back to being 

 low-life, high school nobodies. 

 •••• 

 Cece was a morning person; Manon was not. It was theorized, namely by her parents, that if she got 

 proper sleep consistently (an unlikely fantasy) she would reset to waking up in the morning with energy as 

 she had in her childhood. Manon had her doubts, which had inadvertently led to more than one broken 

 alarm clock. The newest one rang safely on the bookshelf on the opposite side of her room. As she 

 mentally wrestled with herself to get out of bed, trying to reason that going to school was good for her 

 and, no, she couldn’t call in sick because she was sore all over, and find an acceptable reason to leave the 

 toasty confines of her bed. She slid on her socks and stumbled over to turn off her alarm, strategically 

 placed as far away from her bed as possible with no suitable projectiles in range. A little more awake and 

 a little more in pain, Manon made her way to the bathroom passing Cecilia as she did. Rather than 

 wasting the energy to turn around and confirm her suspicions, she sensed Cece relish in the deranged 

 state of her hair. Manon had braided it last night, but she was notorious for wriggling in her sleep, and as 

 such, it was braided no longer. 

 Starting on her physical therapy finally shook off the last dredges of sleep. Meditative stretches after 

 warming up got all the kinks and creaks out of her stiff joints and while rolling out her muscles was 

 excruciating it was equal parts gratifying too. What was not gratifying however was when Cece walked in 

 on her and started giggling at the knot Manon was in trying to stretch out her abductors. 

 “You really are part cat, Manon. And now I have undeniable proof.” 

 “Delete that,” She grumbled, unwinding from the stretch to eradicate the evidence herself. “Cece… 

 c’mon please?” 

 “You have way too much blackmail already, it’s time I start building my defenses.” 

 And with that, she high-tailed it away savoring her temporary win. Manon sighed and went back to the 

 task at hand. Going through her exercises at a pace a little faster than she should have, Manon managed 

 to get through her whole list within the thirty minutes she had allotted herself. Returning to the bathroom 

 she cleaned the sweat and dirt from her skin with a couple of baby wipes and got properly dressed for 



 school. Following, she went to join the brouhaha in the kitchen to make her lunch and remember to  not 

 forget her breakfast in her haste to get to class on time. Some stuck-up in power had decided that being 

 more than two minutes late to class warranted being labeled a ‘truant’ by the district. A truant. The whole 

 proposition was ludicrous. Principals wanted to live in the illusion of control so they demanded 

 impeccable discipline from students like they were robots. They then proceeded to spend the whole 

 budget on enforcing this system and couldn’t afford to buy the legal protection necessary to save them 

 from calling students anything other than truants. Frankly, Manon found it no less than insulting. 

 The kitchen was an ample space no doubt. The white countertops and cabinets contrasted with the black 

 marbled island giving a professional air to the whole vicinity. When it's not crowded with people, dishes, 

 and food that is. As it currently stands everyone is bumping into everyone’s big dreams and plans for 

 coming meals. Everyone except for Cece who is munching on an apple watching the chaos unfold. 

 “Shouldn’t you be making your lunch?” I pause my lunch. 

 “I’ll just eat the school lunch, they suck but they’re free and it’s a waste to say no to free food.” 

 “What about breakfast then?” Cece took another bite of her apple emphasizing each movement like she 

 was teaching someone how to eat. “You do you then.” 

 As Manon continued shoving food in her bag to eat later and Cece kept crunching her apple, the clock 

 kept ticking with no regard to either of their progress. 

 Sooner than they’d have hoped it was time to go, which meant leaving twenty-five minutes early for what 

 should be a ten-minute drive. Time is not relative except to school districts. Now it was Manon’s turn to 

 eat her breakfast as they were being driven. Usually, Cece would stop at Manon’s house and that’s how 

 they would get to school, but because of the performance last night, they had both ended up at Manon’s 

 and woke up with varying degrees of energy but still sleep deprived. They looped around the back of the 

 school and were dropped off at a side gate four minutes before class started. And so the scutwork that 

 was school began again. 

 The two girls had split ways to get to their respective buildings and forcing the energy, Manon managed 

 to make it to her measly break time. Preemptively walking to her next class, she caught up with Cece. 

 Neither talked and despite the chatter around them, they were able to walk in peace comfortably simply 

 content with the other’s presence. Arriving, a casual conversation began between the classmates who 

 were also waiting. Manon tried to participate, but her brain was shutting off and everything seemed to be 

 happening around her, the way a spectator watches a movie feeling as if they were a part of it, yet having 

 no effect on what happens. Dreamlike. She started spacing out, the words passing through her head 

 unregistered. 



 “Look, all I’m saying… want students to do well on a pop quiz you… teach the material… teacher’s 

 slideshow and not giving context is lazy.” 

 “Their wages suck, can you blame them…” 

 “I’m not paid… try more than they do, it’s not that hard really...” 

 Every sentence was cut like static through a radio before cutting out completely. The world stopped 

 spinning as a silhouette passed the group. Manon’s head shot up and tracked the figure as it weaved in 

 and out away from the classroom. Manon felt possessed as she cut off the conversation. 

 “Hold that thought, I’ll be right back.” Not once looking away from her target, she dropped her bag and 

 started after the figure nimbly avoiding crashing by whatever saving grace was guiding her. Manon was 

 tall enough to not be able to say she was short but small enough that she wouldn’t be able to crash into 

 anyone and not break pace. Lithely slithering against the tide of fish in the river that was the hallway, she 

 gained up on the figure and was an arm's length away. That is of course when the bell decided to ring. 

 With moments to decide between turning back or finally catching up and the halls flooding with people, 

 Manon didn’t have time to choose. She was swept away by the flow. Sitting down at her desk, she 

 slouched over it feeling chagrin. The shot of adrenaline was gone and in its void, the burnout from both 

 the show and the lack of sleep attacked. The teacher was fiddling with a projector and Manon was out like 

 a light by the time the video started playing. 

 Manon gradually became aware that things were happening around her. What was once just chatter 

 shifted to bits of conversation and Manon begrudgingly awoke. Clearing the sleep from her eyes, she 

 focused on the bookshelf a couple feet away from her.  You’re a Horrible Person, But I Like You  by various 

 authors. Well, the title is definitely relatable. Yawning, she looked around trying to get a feel for what 

 she’d missed. Not much by the looks of the idle prattle around her. A quick glance at the wall behind her 

 showed why. There were a handful of minutes until class was dismissed and everyone was done with the 

 notes on the board, something about societal constructs. She took a photo to look at later and stood up. 

 The crunch in her knees made her grimace. While Manon knew she was making progress it was the little 

 things like this that were the most disheartening. Because she was hyperflexible, she was a natural at 

 ballet and was constantly praised for it. What people didn’t know was that it was that same talent that put 

 incredible strain on her joints to the point where she couldn’t remember what it was like to walk without 

 feeling discomfort in her knees. 

 Various doctors and therapists had examined her, but the consensus was the same. There wasn’t anything 

 wrong with Manon medically, she just had underdeveloped muscles that were needed to keep the strain 

 off her joints. What it sounded like was ‘there’s nothing wrong with you that we can fix, you’re just broken’ 

 not something one typically wants to hear at thirteen. It had been a test of strength for Manon and her 



 parents to find the right path, because if there’s nothing wrong, how are you supposed to fix it? It had left 

 her in a dark place. She shivered unintentionally at the memories. She packed her things and stuffed a 

 pen into her pocket absentmindedly, still stuck in the past. The dismal buzz of the bell brought her back 

 to the present and she was herded out by the traffic. Manon was hungry, but the cracking of her knees 

 had left her with a bitter taste in her mouth and in no mood for company. Taking out the pen, she walked 

 aimlessly, focusing on each step trying to familiarize her body with how she was supposed to walk. 

 The prospect of rewriting years worth of muscle memory was dejecting, but it gave her something to 

 focus on. Tightening her core and tucking in her tailbone while making sure her knees were in alignment 

 and her weight was distributed evenly through the sole of her foot. Every single step. To everyone else, it 

 appeared like a girl walking with the only tell being the odd syncopation of the clicking pen and her 

 steps. Others walked by no more than blobs fading in and out of her field of vision. Socializing with 

 people took a lot of strain on her and left her drained with nothing to show for her efforts. She wasn’t 

 against it, it was just always so tiring. If people ignored her, that was perfectly fine. They either stuck by 

 her and became her friends like Cece or they left as soon as they got bored with her one-word answers 

 and found more interesting people to be around. She didn’t mind it anymore, after having long outgrown 

 being hurt at being left behind. Her personal motto, which she’d stolen from a TV character was “If I don’t 

 have to do it I won’t. If I have to do it, then make it quick.” 

 She’d found a comfortable rhythm and soon relaxed into it merely walking to walk. Even if it was a small 

 win, it was a satisfying one, which was rare. Usually, the details she'd either forgotten or couldn’t focus on 

 would cloud over what she had accomplished whether it be household chores or dance choreography. It 

 was always the little things, she mused. Pointing toes, even weight on feet, scrubbing the sink, periods at 

 the end of sentences, why was proper grammar necessary if they were notes? Trimming the cats' claws, 

 which she remembered she’d forgotten to do, again. Making her bed, charging her computer, ordering 

 more bandages because she’d run out for her pointe shoes. Ordering another pair of pointe shoes 

 because the ones from the show were basically dead. 

 “Why are they so expensive?” she muttered, inadvertently picking up pace as her stress increased. “If I 

 preorder the next few it’ll be cheaper, but still more than I’d like, I really should get a j–” 

 In her fit, Manon had run into someone and dropped her pen. She picked it up, her knees popping as she 

 rose from the crouch. “Sorry.” came the mumbled apology as she was more focused on mentally 

 checking if anything had shifted out of place. Nothing felt weird and more importantly, nothing hurt. The 

 shade from a nearby tree had hidden the person, who was waiting outside the library. Which then 

 reminded her of the weeping willow she’d marked in her mind as a possible lunch spot on the first day of 

 school. It had slipped her memory before for some reason. Something felt different to Manon as she 

 walked away like a string was silently tugging her back. The moment she glanced back she gasped softly. 



 The girl she’d bumped into had a questioning look, and lightning in her eyes. It jolted through Manon as 

 she made eye contact. 

 “You.” It came out a whisper, more movement of her lips than speech. Manon had no recollection of 

 when she closed the distance between them. 

 “Who are you?” 

 Manon blinked the question coming unexpectedly. Posturing up, she collected her thoughts, mentally 

 slapping herself at the stupidity of her comment. 

 “Hi.” 

 “Hi?” 

 “Do you dance at C.A.O.D?” The girl raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Cygne Académie of Dance.” 

 “Oh, no I don’t.” 

 Now it was Manon’s turn to look confused. “Were you at the theater on Valley Street last night?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 She hadn’t realized she’d clenched her hand until it relaxed with her next breath, the affirmation 

 reassuring. The refound clarity was short-lived as Manon returned to a state of confusion. “Then were you 

 in the audience?” 

 “No.” 

 The one-word answers were beginning to irk Manon, at least now she knew why people found her so 

 annoying. “Wait, so how were you at the theater last night, but not in the company, or in the audience?” 

 “I was touring the company, and they invited my coach to do a duet with one of C.A.O.B’s dancers. I was 

 chosen to do it.” 

 A vague memory of an overheard conversation came back to Manon. “Duet, so you danced a Pas De 

 Deux.” 

 “Yes, that’s what I said.” 

 “The invitational was the Firebird excerpt, so you’re Helia.” 

 “That’s my last name.” 



 “Oh my bad, it’s the name I saw posted,” A scowl flashed across her face, Manon almost missed it. 

 “What’s your first name, then?” 

 “Luna. You are?” 

 “Cloris.” That’s not right. I mentally slapped myself. “Manon Cloris.” I hope she didn’t notice the mistake. 

 There was a pause and she raised an eyebrow. Her expression looked like the face a monarch would make 

 at a peasant passing by and it seemed to reflect the lowliness she thought of my answer. 

 “You ain’t no Bond, James Bond are you?” 

 I stared at her blinking in confusion. I couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking. She seemed so 

 serious a second ago but is she joking now? “Do you mean that in a double negative or in a form of 

 speech?” My response was a gentle laugh. My eyes softened at the sound. 

 “Sorry, a form of speech. Maybe I should’ve said that better, but I couldn’t miss the opportunity.” 

 “It would be terrible to miss a 007 reference, truly.” I said in false solemnity. There was that laugh again, 

 followed by the haunting droll of the school bell. “And so the ceaseless oppression of the bureaucracy 

 continues because the people in charge live off of schadenfreude.” 

 “Schadenfreude?” 

 “I think it’s German.” I shrug, “Sounds German to me. Basically, there’s a word other than sadistic to 

 describe people who enjoy others’ pain. I don’t know it looked cool when I heard it.” I glare at the 

 buildings as people file into them like ants. “I’ll see you when I see you, I guess.” 

 “Yeah, I’ll see you shortly.” 

 What? What does that mean? 



 "I want you, for a moment, to entertain 

 the concept of, not the being known as, 

 but the very concept of, the idea of 

 death. It straddles over us every single 

 day, every single hour, every single 

 minute, clawing at our senses, hanging 

 above us. There's a nice, neat little cozy 

 spot for it in our brain that it occupies, 

 never leaving for a second. In the back 

 of our mind, Cold, uncaring, 

 nothingness stares back at us. 

 And as it sits there in its little corner 

 forever, it starts to metamorphize. It is 

 apathy that manifests itself into a 

 concept, an idea that we slowly 

 personify. And he is mocking us. He 

 knows that one day he'll take away our 

 presence in the world, despite all the people we know or have affected. I mean, they'll die too. He 

 undermines our very existence. That's why I started writing. I wanted, no, needed, without a shadow of a 

 doubt, proof that I existed. To spite death with my words that will live on, perhaps not forever, but long 

 enough. That was my drive to keep me going for as long as I could remember. And now, you stand here, 

 right in front of me. And now, I have to ask, ``O little death in my head, did my success offend you?" 

 "Well first off, my name isn't DEATH. It's Charon. And furthermore, it's not my job to spite you, or wish for 

 your downfall, or whatever." 

 "Really? And what is your job?" 

 "I guide souls to the underworld." 

 "And is it a good job? Do you get good dental, good health benefits?" 

 "I don't- why are you asking?" 

 "Are you happy, Charon?" 

 "I-" 



 Charon Stuttered. “I don’t know what to say, are you trying to imply that I’m not real?” 

 “Of course you’re not! you’re a  concept!  You’re just  a hallucination, a frantic manifestation of my own 

 inner fear of mortality, and I spite you! bring me back I say, wake me up! Do it right now!” 

 For the life of him, Charon couldn't understand what had made Walter Peddington, age 57  at death, so 

 antagonistic. He knows that most people become agitated upon the realization of their demise, yet he 

 thought it was strange that this person decided to attack him, specifically. And in such a strange and 

 personal way for that matter. He’s trying to bargain his way back to being alive, Charon figured. He’s in 

 denial of his own demise. 

 "Look," Charon started to explain. "I get that being dead is scary, so scary that you have convinced 

 yourself I'm some kind of hallucination. But I can assure you, I am very real. I have been working this job 

 for over 10 million years, I have mountains of paperwork I need to get back to, and, look I get it's scary 

 but could you please cooperate, and not waste my time? It's tragic, but you're not the only soul to meet 

 such an untimely death. We get cases like you all the time. Hell, just last week there was this young 

 athlete in perfect health, you see he was always in good shape, but you know, he loved peaches, maybe a 

 little too much, and-" 

 As Charon rambled on, Walter’s anger changed to bewilderment. He found himself dumbfounded. He 

 was caught off guard, by the mundanity of it all. He thought back to when he was 12, when he had first 

 fully grasped the concept of death, of neverending nothingness, and how much it terrified him. All the 

 sleepless nights he spent agonizing about this very moment, and here it was, staring him directly in the 

 face. And here it was, rambling about,  peaches  ? 

 "This can't be right…" Walter laughed. “You’d think I’d have imagined something more…” 

 A long silence manifested itself between the two. 

 "...Oh God, This is it, isn’t it? You were so… terrifying to me. I was so afraid. And this is it? Is this a joke?" 

 Walter looked down, solemnly. His laughter turned to tears. Charon didn't know what to say. 

 "...Alright." Walter sighed.  "I'll go quietly. Just...Take me to hell, or whatever. I'm done." Walter made his 

 way towards Charon, he walked down the candle lit steps and entered his boat. 

 "Oh that's right, payment. Are you gonna be using cash or credit?" Charon jokes. Walter let out a 

 defeated chuckle. He reached into his pocket and gave him the two coins that he somehow knew he had. 

 "Don't I have to be buried with these? Oh, whatever." Walter grimaced as he handed over the two coins 

 to Charon. 



 “I wonder, what would happen if I didn’t have these coins?” 

 “I suppose it’d be into the river for you” 

 “Really? What's it like there? 

 “It’s…dark. and you can’t feel anything, save for your own body constantly withering away in an endless 

 loop for all of time. It's a constant, never ending death. Or so I've heard” 

 “Heh, sounds great, at least it’d be more dramatic than, wherever this is.” 

 "Hey don't be like that, I’m not taking you to hell, and it's not exactly heaven either. The underworld is 

 pretty fine actually, it’s changed a lot over the years, we've actually industrialized quite a bit. It's not-" 

 "Look, I'm alright, ok? Just be quiet, please. It truly does not matter" 

 "Oh- ok then." Charon mumbled as they rowed along the quiet river,  the echoes of decay bouncing off 

 the walls and into their heads, the somber march to his purgatory portrayed a deafening silence. 

 "... Hey,” Charon said. 

 “You wouldn't mind if I put on some music, would you?” 

 1 Week Later 

 Charon Went to throw away the fast food he had ordered 2 hours ago, and had only finished eating 30 

 minutes ago. He had gotten Burger King, he ate most of his cheeseburger, but left one bite and a couple 

 of straggler fries that had gotten stale. They’ve always said that corporations would try and merchandise 

 in hell if they could, and with the recent change in leadership, The Underworld has been going through 

 some changes. When the CEOs of Earth died, Steve Jobs, Walt Disney, John D Rockafeller, etc, they all 

 came together to ask the big guy if they could be in charge. He agreed, they started to morph this place 

 into what it is today. Life has become more autonomous. The big guys figured they were tired of the 

 constant gloomy attitude of the dead, so now the underworld is a megacity, closely resembling our world. 

 Charon’s job became more streamlined as the Underworld went through its industrial revolution. It didn’t 

 bother Charon, after all he didn’t visit the actual underworld much that often anyways. He only ever went 

 down there to either get cheap food or a drink these days. He’d spend most days in his office, there 

 wasn't any reason for him to leave in the first place. He didn't need to eat to live, he just ate because he 

 wanted to. He knew that it was pointless. 



 "Pointless…" Charon muttered to himself. He thought back to Walter. Walter was a renowned author, he 

 won numerous Pulitzer prizes with his books and short stories, many of which had been adapted into 

 movies and TV shows. For all that it was worth, it would seem  that he had led a very fulfilling life. It 

 must’ve made him happy, right?  Walter did all that, became successful, followed his passion, all because 

 of fear? Charon pondered that for a minute. He started to think about what he had asked him. 

 “…  are you happy?  ” 

 And after a minute of pondering he wondered. What gives him purpose? What gives him meaning in life? 

 He eats sometimes, yet he doesn't need to eat. He works, he does his job. Because of what? He needs to 

 do it...but does he? But why?  That sentence repeated in his head constantly. "But why?" He kept 

 wondering, as wondered, he wandered, wandering into the place he'd go to ponder. A seedy bar at the 

 southern end of downtown Hell. 

 1 Hour Later 

 "Hey Charon, are you okay?" 

 "...Huh? Why are you asking?" 

 "Oh nothing, it's just, I haven't seen you here in a while. You know, at first when I saw you walk in here, I 

 thought you changed your mind, about, y'know..." 

 "The answer's still no. I've been really busy with work, and furthermore, I'm the Ferryman of the dead. 

 What on earth do you even see in me? 

 "Hm, I dunno. Your ghoulish good looks? And I mean, imagine being the girl who got to date the grim 

 reaper, seriously. it sounds metal as hell!" 

 "That's not who I am, and that sounds creepy. Seriously, you emo girls are freaks." 

 "Ok, wow. I don't even- well first off, Emos are a completely different generation from me, and also, still, 

 girlfriend of the ferryman of the dead still sounds cool.” 

 Sammy chuckled. 

 “C’mon would it kill you to live a little? Jeez." 

 "The funny thing is Sammy, I kind of wish it could…" 

 "...Huh? Elaborate.” 



 "Sammy… Look at me. I've had 30 shots of Vodka, it's gonna take dozens more to actually get me drunk. 

 And still, even then, still, it doesn't matter! I can drink as much as I want, I'll never die of alcohol 

 poisoning. It doesn't matter!" 

 "So, you're complaining that you  can't  die? Hmf,  Sounds like immortal demigod privilege." 

 "Haa, Haa. You know, at least Sisyphus, you know, he and Prometheus, they don't have to worry 

 about…This. The fear of existential dread,  they  had  other things to distract them. If anything, I’d imagine 

 that they’re happy" 

 "Unbelievable, the beer goggles you have for eternal torment and punishment are making them sound 

 like Aphrodite." 

 "Sammy, you don't get it, people find the meaning of life in its ephemerality, the struggle to live. I don't 

 have that struggle. Or any struggle, for that matter. So where does that leave me?" 

 She looked down at her hands. She's been here for a while now, but even before her life was cut short, 

 she tried to remember the passions she had, what living was, what kept her going. She knew that for 

 however much the underworld morphed and twisted to resemble our own reality, it wouldn't be the same 

 down here for him. She wondered if there was anything else she could do for him… 

 "Hey Sammy." 

 "What is it?" 

 "... Give me another drink." 

 12 hours and many, many, drinks later 

 "...Hello? Is something supposed to be happening?" 

 It wasn't a good day for Mitchell Williams, who, just 4 hours ago, ingested an arguably lethal dose of 

 Xanax, Percocet, alcohol, and hydrocodone. Currently, EMTs are trying their best to revive the 24 year old 

 musician, as their ambulance speeds down the highway towards a hospital. Mitchell looked around one 

 more time, he walked down some candle lit stairs and found himself at the base of a river in a dimly lit 

 cave. 

 "Heeyy bud" 

 Mitchell gasped as he heard a voice from behind him. From the shadows, a tall, cloaked, ghoulish figure 

 approached him 



 "Who's there? Where am I?" 

 "Oh ziss? ye at the entrice, ziss a entrice to tha underwor- *burp* the underword." 

 "The what? I don't understand, how did I get here? I just wanna go home." 

 "Look, whasyaname?" 

 "Mitchell" 

 "Look Michael, I dono how esse ta put it, you. are. Deead. An ama ferremen whos gon take yoo to that 

 aftahlife see?" 

 ...Mitchell stepped back. 

 "There's no way. You're just some weird, drunk, homeless man" 

 Mitchell takes another step back 

 "Uh, a woodn't do tha-" 

 "Shut up! You're some weirdo who's kidnapped me right? You want money? Or, or maybe this is some 

 kind of drugged induced hallucinatio-" 

 "Stop it, your gonna fa-" 

 "Get away from me! 

 As Mitchell walked back, Charon ran towards him to stop him from falling. As he reached towards 

 Mitchell however, he dodged his hand, making Charon tumble towards the river. 

 Woah, HH  AAAHH-" 

 "Oh shi-" 

 Mitchell rushed to grab him. He extended out his arm, far past the edge of the water, and just in the 

 knick of time… 

 "Got you!" 

 Mitchell grabbed him with his left hand, his right hand holding onto a sharp rock. If he had been a second 

 too late, Charon would have fallen into the river. The shock sobered him up a little. 



 "Crap! uh, are you alright?" 

 “Yeah! Just hurry up and pull me up, but be careful. It’d be pretty bad if we both fell into the river of lost 

 souls…” 

 “The River of what? what is-” 

 "Clear!!" 

 The EMT's placed the defibrillator onto Mitchell's chest. The shock coursed through Mitchell’s dead 

 body, Reinvigorating him with life. 

 "Huh?" 

 Charon gasped, as his savior vanished before his eyes. 

 "Oh, fu-" 

 Without Mitchell, Charon lost his balance, and fell into the river of lost souls. 

 ??? Later 

 As Charon sat there in the endless void, dying then undying, time sped up and slowed down, he felt his 

 bones decay, his eyeballs liquified, then reappeared, then liquified again. He felt pain all over his body, it 

 crept up and destroyed him from the inside. He tried to scream, but his vocal chords were suppressed, 

 drowning in a never-ending ocean of torment. He tried to swim upwards, but his limbs felt like jelly, it was 

 like trying to swim through molasses with 1 thousand ton dumbbells strapped on each arm and leg. 

 Amidst his eternal agony of nothingness, 

 Charon started to think about Walter. Was this the eternal torment, the cold, uncaring, nothingness he 

 was so afraid of?  As he started to put it together, the horrible irony of it all, the spark of life found in the 

 ephemerality he yearned for couldn't be his, and yet he is still met with the same fate of the eternal void. 

 "I didn't even get to live a life before I died…" 

 he thought. As he drifted, he had another thought. For a being sometimes known as death, such a fate 

 was fitting. As his consciousness faded, he started to close his weary eyes…. 



 1 Deus Ex Machina Later 

 When Charon opened his eyes, he found himself in a white room. Even though he had only been here 

 once, many many years ago, he recognized it immediately. Back in the day this room used to be 

 completely empty,  with only a divine light shining down on the cloudy floor. Nowadays however, it looks 

 a lot more formal. There's a desk with a computer on it. some posters, and chairs stacked in a corner. 

 "Thank Goodness! Thought we lost you back there for a second! I had to bust out some of the old,  divine 

 intervention  to come and save you." 

 A booming voice came from behind him, and his brief moment of relief turned into a feeling of dread. 

 “Now that you’re all better, I’d like to have a little chat with you, if that’s alright. You’re ok to talk, right?” 

 He realized that there was something much scarier than the thought of an eternal slumber, something 

 much worse: The possibility that he might get fired. He turned his head slowly to see a smiling figure right 

 behind him, the benevolent look on his face making Charon even more tense. Even so, he forced a grin 

 from his distraught face, and looked at the divine being in the eyes. 

 "Hello, Boss." 

 "Hello Charon," His grin pierced through Charon's soul, as it turned from one of good nature, into a 

 sinister smirk. 

 "I screwed up, didn't I?" 

 "Yeah, Let's have a talk about that." 

 3 Days Later 

 "So he let you keep your job?" 

 "More or Less. He did however add a certain caveat: If I ever screw up like that again, he'll throw me back 

 in the river. "If you need a sense of fear to be motivated, then I'll happily oblige,' he told me." 

 "Damn, so I guess mission accomplished, huh? Did it give you some perspective? Do you feel like you 

 have a purpose now?" 

 "I guess." 

 "  'You guess'  , sure, ok. Where'd this all come from,  anyway?" 



 "I had a client the other day, an author, said the fear of death motivated him to succeed in life. I felt as 

 though that's why my life has been so….empty, lately. I thought fear would motivate me, grant me a 

 greater sense of purpose. But now I have it, and I'm more motivated. But it's so… Cold. My apathy is 

 gone, but now I just feel terrified." 

 "I see, and what was this author's name?" 

 "Walter Peddington." 

 "I see. Walter Peddington's an idiot.” 

 “Hey!” 

 Ok Sure, he does have a point. Fear can be a great motivator, but It’s not something you can live off 

 of…" 

 Charon looked up 

 “…Oh? you sound like you’ve got some experience in the matter.” 

 “That’s because I do.” 

 Sammy walked around the counter and sat next to Charon. 

 "...Back in my teens, I hated my life. The only reason I ever went on was because I was afraid, I didn't 

 want to fail school, I felt like I had to succeed, not because I wanted to, but because I was afraid of what 

 would happen if I didn't. I felt horrible, I knew I was being selfish, but I couldn't help feeling like I was only 

 living my life out of a sense of obligation. My parents would tell me to just suck it up, they only ever 

 reminded me how much worse it could be. My younger sister, I felt like she had it all figured out. she was 

 a lot more outgoing than me, she had no trouble with her grades. She had a boyfriend, they loved each 

 other so much it irritated me. 

 One day we find out she's pregnant. They decide to keep the baby, and they both end up getting 

 married at 17. When I first heard about it, I scoffed at them. How could they decide to bring a child into 

 this world so early? How could they ruin their future like that? I was bitter, I thought they were being 

 selfish. We fought so much during that time. However, whenever I first saw her, saw my little sister 

 carrying my niece, my heart stopped for a moment. Her love, their love for each other, it was beautiful. I 

 figured that that was enough for me to keep going. For them, for my niece, for my sister. I decided I 

 wanted to keep going because of love." 



 "So that's it? The answer is love?" 

 "Yes! Love, passion, for anything." 

 "Ah, I see. Alright, fine. I'll go out on a date with you." 

 "-it doesn't have to even be love for a person, it could be for books, art, dogs,, musi-…. wait what? 

 Seriously?  ” 

 And so, Charon, Ferryman of the Underworld, went on a date. 



 "  HEY RJ, VJ GET YOUR ASSES INSIDE! 

 These boys I tell you, they can't keep 

 skipping dinner. Listen, I know you guys love 

 basketball, but there are other components 

 that will help you in reaching your potential, 

 and making sure you eat on time is one of 

 em," grandpa exclaimed. "Ok gramps we're 

 coming," VJ replied. "Not again," RJ 

 whispered to VJ. The family was sitting at 

 the dinner table enjoying their food and VJ 

 said," Thank you grandpa and grandma for 

 supporting us, we really appreciate it." This 

 seemed unexpected to grandpa Richard 

 and grandma Jen. They both smiled and 

 grandpa Richard said,"we'll always be with 

 you, every step of the way." These twin boys obsessed with their dream of making it to the NBA have 

 been around many distractions, to their parents who have had their problems with drugs to the vices 

 surrounding them in their neighborhood. Their purpose that motivates them you ask? In order to give 

 back to their grandparents and just their love for the game. It is currently the twins' senior year of high 

 school at Bryant High and are projected by many scouts to be committed to a top D1 college. 

 The twins are now preparing for the upcoming playoffs, their one last goal in high school, is to earn that 

 coveted high school championship that they came up short in. 

 Last year in their junior year, losing in the semi finals against their school rivals Diablo High. It was a heart 

 crushing lost and the twins vowed to win states. 

 During practice, the day before the first out of the 3 games they would need to play in order to advance 

 to the finals, RJ and VJ were involved in a heated argument with a teammate. Jayson, the starting SF of 

 the team, goes up to VJ after a scrimmage, and tells him,”Why aren’t you ******* passing it to me? Why 

 does it always go to your brother!” VJ then responded,” Because he’s the better shooter, we have a 

 better chance of scoring in the possession if he shoots.” RJ then comes to break it up and pushes Jayson 

 to the ground and things had to be broken up by the coaches and other fellow teammates. The practice 

 ended with bad blood mostly between RJ and Jayson. RJ is known as the more aggressive twin who 

 shows more emotion on and off the court, meanwhile VJ is the calm and collected one, as a point guard 

 of a basketball team should be (RJ is a shooting guard). 



 It is now gametime, Kobe Bryant High (ranked #3 in  the state ) vs Diablo High (ranked 6th in the state. 

 The first half VJ was on fire, scoring and finding his teammates for points, they had a commanding 12 

 point lead after the first quarter. RJ was also knocking down three pointers and had some highlight dunks. 

 Jayson also had a fair share of the team points and was big on the defensive end. At halftime the score 

 was 43-30. At halftime VJ grabbed RJ and Jayson aside, and said, “Come on, make up already.” RJ and 

 Jayson stood right in front of one another with straight faces, though suddenly they both cracked a smile 

 at the exact same time and embraced one another. RJ said, “let’s win this then win it all.” Jayson replied, 

 “i’m counting on both of yall, take us to the promised land.” 

 As the game continued, you could see the team jelling and playing beautiful team basketball. The final 

 score was 82-61. VJ had a big game with 24 points with 11 assists meanwhile RJ had a team high 28 

 points , and Jayson with 15 points. 

 The following day (Sunday) grandpa Richard talked to both of the twins. He talked about the weaknesses 

 in their game. He first started off with VJ. “VJ you need to be able to maintain that killer instinct into you, 

 sometimes you are too nonchalant, acting all cool. You need to have that aggression in you, and really 

 use your brain, you have been making careless turnovers at times. I know you also like to get your 

 teammates involved, but you can also score, if you think you can take your matchup 1 on 1… well, do it 

 damn it! And you RJ, you get into your damn head too much, you are an ELITE scorer but if you miss a 

 shot or two, your body language is horrendous, it pisses me off looking at you. And be more trusting of 

 your teammates, even if you are feeling it, making the extra pass and getting your teammates involved 

 more in the game can help you guys in the long run.” VJ and RJ took this advice from grandpa Richard 

 and kept this in mind. To them their grandpa’s scouting report was more important than anyone else. 

 After this game the class of 2022 high school prospect basketball rankings were updated. VJ is now 

 ranked 9th in the nation and RJ is ranked 10th. 

 Going into the quarter finals, the boys were hyped, after the helpful advice from grandpa Richard, they 

 wanted to let him know that they learned from it. It was gameday, Kobe Bryant High (3 seed) vs Sierra 

 Canyon High (5th seed). Sierra Canyon is led by the 5th ranked player in the nation Amari Bailey. This 

 matchup was must-see tv. The quarter finals and beyond are going to broadcasted on ESPN and are 

 going to be held in the Chase Center Arena in San Francisco. Sierra Canyon has a high powered offense 

 with many athletic, high flying players, led by Bailey. The game plan was to let everyone else but Amari 

 Bailey beat them. The Rose brothers were superb defenders and were up for the challenge of guarding 

 Amari. RJ and VJ even argued to decide who was going to defend him throughout the game. They 

 ended up deciding to take turns every 3 possessions. RJ gathered the team up, letting them know the 

 stakes of the game, but also letting the team know that there was more to it than that, “Trust in your 

 brothers, if you fall, stay down, your brothers will come pick you up, and last of all have fun with it. 



 Together on 3, *team shouts, “1 2 3 TOGETHER!” The first possession of the game, VJ gets past his 

 defender and kicks it out to RJ for a three pointer and he knocks it down. And right back at Kobe Bryant, 

 Amari Bailey posterizes the center of Kobe Bryant High, Grant. The crowd was electric, you can tell right 

 from that first bucket of Sierra Canyon that it was a majority of Sierra Canyon fans in the crowd, it felt like 

 more of an away game for RJ and VJ and the rest of the squad. The first quarter was a lot of back and 

 forth, insanely competitive, The big men of Sierra Canyon were dominant, Kobe Bryant High had a hard 

 time getting rebounds. Though they were able to keep it close due to the dynamic backcourt duo of RJ 

 and VJ. In the second quarter, the plan of keeping Amari Bailey from scoring was working. Amari was 

 forcing tough shots and was turning it over due to the tenacious defense of K.B high. At halftime K.B high 

 led 46-40. At the 3rd quarter Amari started heating up, you can double team Amari but he’s so good that 

 he can still find ways to score the ball. Sierra Canyon started going on a run Amari was on fire. And going 

 onto the 4th quarter K.B high was trailing 60-56. Once again the two teams were dueling and trading 

 buckets and this turned into a high school classic. 

 Both teams fighting, and giving it their all in the final minutes of the game, hustling, diving and you can 

 tell how exhausted the starters were but kept pushing. With 30 seconds in the game it was 70–70. The 

 ball was in VJ’s hand. Coming from a timeout the play was to provide space for VJ to “go to work” on his 

 matchup and try to make a play. Wasting some time in the clock, VJ dribbles out the clock until the last 

 few seconds he makes his move. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, VJ pulls up and shoots a mid range fadeaway….. SWISH! VJ 

 makes the game winning buzzer beater to send Kobe Bryant high into the semi finals. Everyone on the 

 team was ecstatic, jumping on VJ and screaming victory cries. Although Kobe Bryant high was ranked the 

 higher seed, a lot of “experts” had Sierra Canyon winning due to the sheer size advantage as well as 

 having the highest ranked player out of the two teams. 

 At high stake playoff games like these, there are a lot of emotions from the players. Before the game, the 

 preparation, the anxiousness, or excitement that they may feel. During the game, the exhaustion, the 

 adrenaline, and the passion they provide. And after the game, the player's feelings will be based on the 

 result of the game. Sierra Canyon was devastated, some players were watching the Kobe Bryant 

 H.S players celebrating, some had their head’s down crying, and some were embracing one another. VJ 

 and most of the team knew the feeling of losing in the playoffs, so he empathized with them, and after 

 the celebration both teams lined up for the end of the game handshakes. VJ scored 18 points and 11 

 assists and RJ scored 23 points and 5 rebounds. 

 RJ was a bit jealous that VJ had gotten the game winning play made for him but nonetheless he was 

 happy they won. Kobe Bryant high had 2 days to prepare and rest up for their semi final matchup. They 

 are going to go against their rivals, the team that eliminated RJ and VJ last year in the state playoffs, St. 

 Joseph’s. Home to the #3 ranked player in the country, Stephen Thompson. Stephen is known for his 



 cocky attitude and he can also back it up with his unreal skill set. He is a 6’6 SF who can jump out of the 

 gym as well as handle the ball and can playmake. RJ and VJ has had a bad history with Stephen, always 

 talking trash to them, every single time they played. VJ who usually doesn’t have beef and is usually all 

 about business ignores these grudges, but Stephen was an exception. They genuinely didn’t like one 

 another and the twins wanted to get their revenge this year. There was already some built up tension right 

 after K.B high’s game vs Sierra Canyon. Stephen tweeted,”Ha, we’re going to blow K.B high out, this is 

 going to be an easy game!” RJ and VJ decided to let it go and not reply and let their game do the 

 talking. Prior to the gameday, it was decided for RJ and VJ to just go light. They prioritized rest due to 

 the tiring game they played against Sierra Canyon. 

 Stephen Thompson rose up the ranks, he was formerly ranked 7th in the nation but moved up thanks to 

 his growth spurt from 6’2 to 6’6. Although he may be known as one of the most hated players in the 

 nation, you cannot deny his skill on the basketball court. 

 It is now game time, the game that Kobe Bryant High waited for, the revenge game. RJ was especially 

 excited, talking to the team pregame and hyping them up. In the warmups, RJ and VJ were on the 

 opposite court from Stephen, they came to halfcourt and stared at one another Stephen held his hand 

 out for a handshake and RJ and VJ refused to shake it, they all walked back to their sides of the court. 

 The tip began and the heat of the competition could be instantly seen. The first possession, Jayson got 

 blocked by Stephen and they trash talked one another. Stephen was taking over the game, he had 15 

 points in the first quarter, and was letting it known how good he was doing. At the end of the 1st it was 

 25-15 St. Joseph’s. At the second quarter it was the same story, RJ and VJ were struggling and Jayson 

 was the only one on K.B who was able to score. At halftime the score was 47-28. Before going to the 

 locker room, Stephen yelled, “Have fun on the ride home!” RJ and VJ were speechless. 

 Going into the locker room, K.B high was feeling discouraged, the body language was bad, and it was 

 like they gave up already. Coach Carter, looked at each of the players, “I hate the way yall look, you guys 

 are pathetic.” Coach explained how the game wasn’t over, this was the game they were waiting for, and 

 for them to give this body language at halftime, they might’ve as well just told the refs that they were 

 going to forfeit the game. Coach also took time to make a game plan, especially on defense to stop 

 Stephen. The K.B high players were inspired coming out of the locker room, determined to make the 

 comeback, they had to lock up and keep their chins up. grandpa Richard, met the boys as they walked 

 out the locker room, and said, “Just play your guys’ game, let the game come to you.” The twins were 

 now ready to make a memorable comeback. RJ started off the third quarter hot, knocking down three 

 pointer after three pointer, he hit the first 4 shots for the team, with K.B high being able cut the lead to 3 

 points. The defense of K.B high was also key to cut down the lead. Led by their defensive anchor Jayson. 



 In a time where offense is all you see in highlights, Jayson encourages and emphasizes the importance of 

 defense to the team. RJ and VJ have both grown on the defensive end thanks to Jayson who gives them 

 tips. They also go against one of the best defenders in California (Jayson is a nominee to be the 

 defensive player of the season in California) which helps them with their game on the offensive end. 

 Jayson is usually the primary defender of the best guard on the opposing team. 

 Stephen was being guarded by Jayson, though in basketball good defense can be beaten by better 

 offense. Heading to the 4th quarter St. Joseph leads 55-52.RJ had some fun with Stephen and said,” 

 Where is all the talk now?” Stephen shaked his head and remained silent. This was RJ’s game, he was 

 feeling it tonight. He had 32 points entering the 4th quarter, meanwhile Stephen had 27.VJ was having a 

 not so good game with only 6 points, though he is doing well with distributing the ball with to teammates 

 with 11 assists. It was a back and forth game, in the final minutes. In the final 45 seconds of the game St. 

 Joseph’s had possession of the ball, they were up 1 point 67-66, they wanted to waste some time on the 

 clock in order to give K.B high as little time as possible for the potential final possession. Stephen had the 

 ball at the top of the key, their team shot clock ran down, Stephen drove to the hoop…. And a whistle is 

 blown. Stephen is fouled by VJ and he gets to shoot 2 free throws. If Stephen can make both free throws 

 they’ll be up by 3 and the best K.B high can do is tie the game, unless they happen to get a 4 point play 

 which is very unlikely. Stephen is a great free throw shooter, so St. Joseph was very confident with him on 

 the line. The first freethrown, swish. The second, he missed! K.B high calls a timeout right after the free 

 throw so they can discuss a game plan. They will need a 3 to take the lead, or if they decide, a two 

 pointer will take it to overtime. 

 Although RJ has had a very good game, the defense will be on high alert for him to receive the ball for 

 the potential game winner. The coach’s game plan was to give it to RJ and once they double team him, 

 RJ will need to pass the ball to the open man for the shot. 

 It was now time, Jayson was passing out the ball, he is known as the most trustworthy person to make the 

 pass in this situation due to his calm demeanor. Jayson passed the ball to RJ, sees VJ wide open in the 

 corner, but he already decided in his mind that he was going to take this final shot. He gets the ball near 

 halfcourt, sees the double coming and forces his way to the three point line and pulls up! Clank! The ball 

 goes in and out and K.B high loses the game and is eliminated from the tournament. 

 But something bigger happened at the end of the game. Coming down, RJ broke his foot, stepping on 

 Stephen’s foot and landing very awkwardly. It was a very graphic scene for those who saw it. The St 

 Joseph heavy crowd was cheering, but once they realized what had happened, the whole arena went 

 silent. The players of St. Josephs were celebrating jumping up and down but also stopped when they 

 realized what had happened to RJ. K.B high was disappointed in the loss, but what had mattered more to 

 them was their teammate who had suffered a serious injury. A stretcher was needed in  order to get RJ  the 



 help he needed. Both teams had gathered together at center court. It was an amazing sight to see, 

 although these teams were rivals, they were able to come together for a prayer and wish RJ the best. 

 RJ was devastated, punching the hardwood knowing it was serious. He had some many mixed emotions 

 at that time; pain,devastation, frustration, and regret. 

 Regret that he should’ve made the right play and passed the ball to his brother who was open. He had to 

 be taken to a nearby hospital and in the ambulance all he could think about is that if he made the right 

 play, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. VJ and Grandpa Richard were with him and it was a quiet ride 

 to the hospital. Basketball was everything to RJ, he had so much passion for it, he and the rest of his 

 family were hopeful that this wasn’t a serious injury. 

 Once they got to the hospital, the doctor had done the diagnostic and had found out that RJ's basketball 

 career was over. RJ could not believe the news and his family couldn't either. RJ wanted some alone time 

 to process the heartbreaking news. VJ was just as heartbroken as RJ, his brother who’s been his running 

 mate for his whole life will now have to leave his side. Grandpa Richard was the father figure of RJ and no 

 father wants to see their child in the situation RJ is currently in. Though both had to move on and support 

 RJ through his recovery. 

 Several months after the semi finals game, the boys had graduated high school. A big achievement for 

 both and a start for a new journey for both. VJ ended up committing to Duke University, his dream 

 college, and RJ was enrolled at UCLA for the upcoming school year where he is undeclared. At this point 

 RJ was jealous and mad that he was unable to play basketball while his brother was living out his dream. 

 He wanted to stay in basketball in some type of way. VJ was approached by RJ and said,” let me be your 

 agent!” VJ smiled and said, “What do you know about being an agent?” 

 RJ replied,” give me a year, I'll be ready once you are about to get drafted into the NBA. RJ studied 

 sports management as much as he could and interned under a sports agent in order to be the best agent 

 for RJ. 

 VJ was putting up great numbers and led Duke to an ACC championship and to the Elite 4 in the NCAA 

 tournament. He was able to become a better player in college and developed into a more complete 

 game. 

 Once VJ’s college season was over, he was projected to be a lottery pick in the NBA draft, he was 

 considered the best point guard in the country. He worked out for several NBA teams. Meanwhile RJ was 

 prepping as hard as VJ but in a different lane. RJ and VJ, the duo was back together! Although not on the 

 court, they were ready to take the basketball world by storm. VJ was hoping to play for the Golden State 

 Warriors his hometown team. This way he could be close to family. 



 As this new chapter began for the twins, they were ecstatic, VJ was an NBA player and RJ was still 

 involved in basketball despite having the career ending injury. And grandpa Richard was jubilant to see 

 what had transpired of his two grandsons, and as the two promised, they gave back to him and grandma. 

 They bought them a house and a new car. And they both went on to have successful careers. 



 Athena did not know the mortal 

 version of valor. All she saw was a 

 technologically-advancing species 

 that disbarred themselves from ever 

 reaching peace. When Athena 

 looked at the contemporary state of 

 the mortal world, she did not feel 

 like valor had a place in the traits of 

 the common crowd. She didn’t 

 understand the human condition and 

 what was valorous about it. It wasn’t 

 until Lily Brown fit into her skin that 

 Athena understood the hardship of 

 mortal life, and how immersing 

 oneself into the human experience is 

 the most valorous action in 

 contemporary times.  She hadn't 

 always viewed mortality as an 

 explorable venture. After her father Zues had explained the new agreement between the divine and 

 governmental powers of Earth, it had been a rough eight months. 

 And following many failed attempts with her father Zues, Athena went to bed early on the evening of 

 December 31st, 1999. Once caught into a deep slumber, Athena began to dream of an illuminating scene 

 within a four-by-four foot war tent.  In the shaky winds of the sky, Athena’s dream was set adrift in spite of 

 the incoming Day of Reversal Power. Her subconscious was in a raw craze – inciting rain to liquify the 

 ground at her and Hephaestus’ feet. In this dreamscape, Athena was on the precipice of securing a war 

 plan with fellow Olympian Hephaestus. Her tingling essence was on a high, as she was about to finally 

 receive one of her most yearned for war deals. So as she looked to her tall and bearded brother holding a 

 freshly ‘’brewed’’ sword, she shifted her gloved hand towards his other calloused hand. 

 ‘’Is this a d—deal?’’, Athena spurted out in raggedy excitement. 

 As her brother began to answer under Athena’s molten-piercing eyes, the Day of Reversal Power had 

 dawned on the heavens over North America, and Athena’s dream dissolved like the rained down fabric of 

 the war tent. 

 Earlier in March of 1999, the United Nations unanimously voted on the Day of Reversal Power. In the 

 midst of the evolving 21st century, multicultural Deities and international governing mortals came to a 



 nondisclosure agreement within the United Nations Court. As it was signed and put into secret law by the 

 diligence of the United Nations, this law decrees in full: The Day of Reversal Power does not relinquish 

 genuine power from beings of immortal influence, but for one singular day every millennium proceeding 

 2000, the immortal beings involved in any religion or cultural avenue must empathize with humanity and 

 switch roles with one mortal of their choosing. 

 Athena voted no on the endeavor, because while it would strengthen mortal tributes, it would not turn 

 the clock back to the fertile time of Ancient Greece. So when Zeus announced that the Olympians were 

 required to choose a mortal of some connection to their domain, Athena rolled her eyes in reluctant 

 acceptance. She gazed at her father with a sharp snark, comparable to the silver blade of a Greek battle 

 sword. 

 As a requirement for the holiday preparation, Athena traveled through many different settings that would 

 display the perfect mortal for her essence. She immersed herself into the skyscrapers of employment 

 meetings, the squishiness of post-secondary lecture halls, and the barracks of active duty soldiers: 

 anything that would showcase a compatible mortal for her essence. In testing the vitality of the match, 

 Athena would shapeshift into an appropriate bystander for the setting. There, she would ask a question to 

 each and every candidate. ‘’Who are you and how would you be valorous in the face of an internal 

 battle?’’ It was not until May of 1999 that Athena found her match. 

 Within the intensity of Michigan State University finals, Athena met Lily Brown inside a stuffy lecture hall. A 

 nineteenth century fortress of brick and Midwest architecture could not withstand the sheer vocals of Lily 

 Brown. Because as Athena rounded the corridor in her shapeshift form of a twenty-something skater 

 chick, she was keen to listen to Lily’s conversation. Athena peered into the lecture hall through a square 

 window installed at the door, and there she found a woman stubborn enough to ready men for battle. 

 Lily’s apparent vocals echoed in the corridor, ‘’Professor, there must be a solution? I have spent the better 

 half of this semester writing this final, and you are telling me it is not according to the syllabus! My paper 

 was perfectly philosophical. This wasn’t supposed to be a hard final. I-I need to pass this class for 

 graduation. Is there anything I can do?’’ 

 Athena grasped her heavy California-colored skateboard in her hand and visually took in Lily Brown from 

 afar. The young woman was tall with a sun-kissed bun spun around her tan shoulders. She wore a Nineties 

 Jansport backpack and a comfortable purple tracksuit. But it was not the tracksuit that Lily Brown wore 

 that stifled Athena’s presence, it was what Lily continued to say in her outburst towards her professor. 

 ‘’Professor, I don’t know the ‘’input of valor’’. What does that even mean?  I just know that everyday 

 requires some sort of bravery for me. Ever since I lost my parents in that accident as a kid, I have had no 

 wish to insert myself into uncomfortable situations – like talking to my teachers for instance. Usually, I just 



 swallow a bad grade for the sake of my anxiety, but this is actually affecting my ability to graduate! Is 

 there anything I can do? PLEASE?’’ 

 Lily looked like she was about to blow her backpack off with one single burst of angry steam. Athena 

 raised her dark mortal eyebrows for a second. It was like her father Zeus had handed her the perfect 

 thematic mortal for her essence. Athena felt the most wisdom when she could teach it to her soldiers. By 

 the end of this ‘’holiday’’ or whatever you wanted to call this 21st century bull, Athena felt she had found 

 the most moldable North American mortal of her options. Athena continued to enhance the conversation 

 coming from the lecture hall. 

 ‘’Lily, you have a lot of linguistic gifts and all the experience in the world to be one of the wisest students I 

 have taught, but most of your work as of late is careful and not facilitating the prompts I give. It’s almost 

 as if the more I ask you to dig into your experiences; the more you just stare at the surface-level aspects 

 of life that I know too much about. I want to hear and feel the deepest parts of your essence. What makes 

 you who you are and how it makes you the most valorous person in the face of your own internal battle.’’ 

 Athena laughed. Oh yeah, this was her father alright. He must have thought that giving her the perfect 

 mortal would make up for saying yes to the Day of Reversal Power initiative – and it did help, but it sure 

 did make her a little annoyed at the same time. Oh, her daddy issues were running rampant these days. 

 Later that day, Athena entered in her selection for the Day of Reversal Power at the construction site of 

 the Golden Vineyard. Lily Brown was textualized in Golden Times New Roman font on the Olympian list 

 among the several lists hanging on the Golden Vineyard’s columns. Once she inked in her selection, 

 Athena took one final look at the place where she would lose her power for a day. There were several 

 engravings being installed by several of the working class immortals. Golden columns lined a lot of 

 grape-bearing vines. Situated in the Northern part of Michigan, the vines twisted in arms of glowing dots, 

 for each grape represented a domain, religion, or deity that would be picked from the vineyard on the 

 Day of Reversal Power. Mortals would float sleepily from their residences and wake up in front of a grape 

 to pick. Once consumed, these mortals would shapeshift into the deities that chose them, and then be 

 given a short invitation card from the leaders of the world about what this new holiday entails. There, Lily 

 Brown would become Athena, and Athena would become her. 

 Athena laughed, ‘’Oh how this is going to be an interesting day’’. 

 Right she was…. 

 On December 31st, Lily fell asleep with her face inside the crevice of a book. Instead of partaking in the 

 rowdy New Year’s party happening downstairs in her student complex, she had felt soulfully compelled to 

 read some Greek mythology. In the midst of the sticky pages, Lily fell asleep. She dreamed of gallant 

 horses and impeding soldiers. Her stereotypical definition of valor had not helped her paper in her 



 philosophy class. Maybe because it was because she didn’t know what made her feel brave… her life 

 experiences so far never embodied a notion’s purpose. Her parents died when she was young, and she 

 has no vivid memories of their presence. The thoughts swirling within her began to fade into deep 

 consciousness without little awareness of the New York Ball Drop broadcast singing in the background, or 

 the drunken, youthful outbursts coming from downstairs. 

 Athena spent her first morning as Lily Brown in an 11 AM slumber. She had never experienced a college 

 alarm, so the wailing every five minutes was like listening to the glorious crack of a sword on a sword. 

 Athena stirred… and found herself hunched over a hardcover novel, moist with sleep-heavy saliva.  The 

 sun was awake and bright through the blinds. It was then that Athena realized who she was and what this 

 bright day meant. She hastily felt over an Adidas jumpsuit and Lily’s greasy golden hair. Athena had never 

 needed to take a shower before, which scared the living daylights out of her. Her rival Poseidon would not 

 appreciate her naked underneath a waterfall of his domain. However, Athena realized that as Lily, she had 

 the luxury to do normal, mundane things that a Goddess could not. 

 Therefore, Athena took a shower with every means of trying Suave shampoo and the magnificence of a 

 bath bomb. Throughout Athena’s physical discovery of a mortal’s body, she found that she liked the 

 feeling of a plush Target rug and the silkiness of a bathrobe. But between all that euphoric loligagging, 

 Athena began to realize the occupation of the mortal she chose… A COLLEGE STUDENT. After this 

 realization that Athena chose a college student on Finals week, Athena rummaged through Lily’s papers 

 to find a potential college schedule. 

 Once Athena figured out that Professor Johnson’s Introduction to Philosophy began at 11:10 as well as 

 the fact that he was the Professor failing Lily, she bolted out the door to find hundreds of students in the 

 same rushing frenzy she found herself in. Out of weeks old memories, Athena found Dr. Johnson’s lecture 

 hall, where she had encountered Lily Brown before, dramatically barged the steel doors into a lecture hall 

 of shocked twenty-somethings and the disproving gaze of Professor Johnson. 

 ‘’I am so sorry that I am late, Professor. I had a run-in with a personal issue’’, Athena said. She found a 

 place between two students at the front of the crowded lecture hall.  There she finally, truly engaged with 

 Professor Johnson. That was when she sensed a twist in this encounter. He stood in front of her with a 

 familiar power that only her Father could possess. Out of curiosity and annoyance, Lily raised her hand to 

 speak. 

 Dr. Johnson stepped closer away from his desk and waved her request on. 

 ‘’Professor, what day is it?’’ 

 ‘’Oh darling, it is the Day of Reversal Power.’’ 



 Athena used Lily’s defined facial expression to open her jaw wide. Several students looked between them 

 to understand the issue. There, Athena realized that her father had chosen Dr. Johnson as his mortal of 

 choice.  She was pretty sure it was to spite her. 

 ‘’What are you doing here, Dr. Johnson?’’ Athena pressed. 

 Zeus smirked, ‘’I am here to teach young minds about the internal valor, Lily. Including the most valorous 

 soldiers. I think you know what I am talking about Ms. Brown. I just wanted you to know that as Lily 

 Brown, you are still the most valorous daughter I have. While most of our family chose diplomats, leaders, 

 or notorious beings to embody. You chose the most accurate depiction of humanity that here is. A 

 common mortal who is just beginning to find her way in the world. Thank you for making me proud, 

 daughter.’’ 

 Every other student was blazing confused, but Athena knew well. The greatest input of valor she could 

 ever possess was choosing the unique way to win a battle. 



 “You’re going to work dressed like that?” my 

 wife playfully asked, leaning over the trash can to 

 prevent her words from spilling on the floor. 

 “What’s wrong with it?” I responded, nervously 

 inspecting my gray suit. 

 “It’s far too dapper, you better keep those girls 

 at the office from touching up on my man.” She 

 quipped and booped my nose before going 

 back to cooking some scrambled eggs. 

 Taking a seat, I asked, “what's your plan for 

 today? I’m leaving soon.” My words fell onto the 

 table as I tried to catch them before they landed 

 on my plate. She cocked her head and furrowed 

 her brow, “I thought I told you to quit that job so you can focus on your archery and ceramics.” I wished 

 she would stop insisting that I quit, but a change of scenery does sound  nice. She continued, “Well, I’ll 

 be busy all day too, I’ve got an important investor call. We’re launching a new product this week and they 

 want financial projections.” This time, her words missed the trash can and littered the white tile floor. 

 “Well, thanks for breakfast, I’ll sweep up these words before heading out.” I kissed her passionately and 

 promised to treat her to a nice dinner tonight before going to get the broom. 

 I absorbed the cacophony of car horns, sirens, train whistles, and ambient city noises trying to take my 

 mind off the constant feeling that I’ve failed. I thought to myself, what kind of man quits his job to let his 

 wife work all day? A torrential stream of words cascading down the sidewalk brought me back to my 

 senses and looking across the street, I saw a couple engaged in a heated conversation. 

 “How could you do this? I’ve done everything for you!” The woman boomed, her words red and heavy. 

 The man shrank in shame, “She’s just a friend! I promise!” 

 “Don’t play me for a moron Frank, I know what you did!” 

 Wiping the sweat from his brow, Frank meekly said in small, shaking letters, “I just can’t do this anymore, 

 you’re too possessive.” 

 In a rage, the woman exclaimed, “I’ll make you eat those words!” Then, I witnessed in awe as she picked 

 Frank's words up off the ground and shoved them back into his mouth and tackled him. Despite the 



 natural urge to stay and watch, I was just relieved my relationship wasn’t as bad as Frank’s and continued 

 walking to work. I had nearly made it to my office when  I saw a young guy choking in an alley. In a frenzy, 

 he beckoned me over and I knew exactly what to do. Stepping up behind him, I gave his torso a few hefty 

 squeezes and the word “forbearance” came rocketing out of his throat. “Wow, that was quite a big word 

 you were choking on there, are you alright?” 

 “Yeah, thanks. You showed up at the perfect time! I guess I should get a bit smarter before trying to say 

 those big words.” 

 When I arrived at the dreary steel monstrosity that was my office building, reality set in as I pictured my 

 wife, still in her pajamas at her cushy desk chair. The automatic doors swung open and the maze of 

 cubicles was overrun with words. Office chatter was especially lively this morning, with words flying 

 through the air, on the floor, and in the coffee machine. With a thud, my body tumbled as I tripped over a 

 cluster of words haphazardly strewn about the walkway. When I sat down and thought about how I got 

 here, I remembered my time at Harvard Business School. I would have left and went off on my own if I 

 had known this was where I would end up. I couldn’t believe my wife, who dropped out of community 

 college was currently in a cozy, heated room raking in millions while my Harvard degree landed me in this 

 wage cage pushing papers to increase Mr. Smith’s profits. Even with my 220k salary, my wife still brings 

 home 98% of our income. When my friends and family look at our constant plethora of vacation photos, 

 they tell me how lucky she must feel to have a husband who spoils her so much, but all I can do is hang 

 my head and nod in shame. 

 By the time my shift was over, the sun had set and I began my walk home down the bleak city streets. I 

 was thinking about what to make my wife for dinner when I heard faint yelling in the distance. I looked 

 toward the bayou where the noise was coming from and something drove me to investigate. Slinking 

 through the trees and rugged terrain, I crouched behind a rock and listened closer. The sound of a vicious 

 interrogation was coming from underneath the nearby dock and when I cranked my neck to get a better 

 look, I could make out five teenagers gathered around an older man tied up under the dock, vehemently 

 berating him. The young teenagers’ words were red and hot to the touch as they left their mouths and 

 piled up in the water that was now approaching their feet, as they became more irate. I guess they 

 realized they weren’t getting anywhere because after giving the man a swift knee to the face, they 

 trudged off as the tide began to rise, leaving him to drown. Once I confirmed that the teens were gone, I 

 scurried over to the man, who was now waist deep in ocean water and started an interrogation of my 

 own. “What did those kids want with you?” I asked. He seemed hesitant to respond but as the water 

 continued to rise, he gave in and told me that they jumped him and brought him here. To my surprise, 

 there were no words falling out of his mouth when he spoke and he explained that was why they went 

 after him. “Why don’t your words materialize from your mouth when you talk, old man?” I inquired. 



 “I can’t tell you, it's top secret.” He croaked, raising his head out of the water. 

 “Alright then,” I said, throwing my arms up and started to walk away as the water rose up to our necks. 

 “Wait, you can’t leave me here!” The man shrieked, desperately pulling at the ropes. I turned around and 

 asked once more, “why don’t your words manifest when you speak?” The man sighed and responded, “a 

 blanket of dark magic has enveloped your city. You must find the Word Wizard, he will provide the 

 answers you seek.” 

 “And where can I find this “Word Wizard?” I asked in disbelief. “How do I know you’re not making this 

 up?” Every word made a splash, sending ripples through the sea water. 

 “Because I work for him.” He confessed. “He’s holed up in an abandoned tower outside the city limits, 

 but you’ll never reach him, it’s far too dangerous. Now untie me!” 

 I still didn’t believe him, but I untied the rope and he frantically swam away and vanished into the woods. 

 It was dark by the time I finally got home and my wife was standing in the doorway. When she  asked 

 where I’d been, she didn’t sound mad, but the spikey, jagged words coming from her mouth gave away 

 how annoyed she was. “I already made myself dinner, you can get something yourself” she snapped and 

 walked toward the stairs. 

 “Babe, hold on, you’ll never guess what happened!” I pleaded as she started up the steps. 

 She turned around and scowled, a fiery “What?” flew out of her mouth. I took her hand and led her past 

 the shelf of ceramic pottery that I’ve made over the years and onto the couch where I explained 

 everything I had just seen. 

 “Don’t give me bullshit.” She replied as I ducked out of the way to avoid the words hitting me in the face. 

 “You want me to believe there’s a ‘Word Wizard’ responsible for all these words? I was so worried when 

 you didn’t come home after work! I’m going to bed.” She rose but I quickly grabbed her hand and sat her 

 back down, “It’s true, and I’m calling in sick tomorrow to go and find him.” 

 “Fine, just come back before dinner. I’ve got an important meeting to negotiate my acquisition of another 

 beauty company tomorrow.” 

 “I won’t let you down.” I promised and we went upstairs and fell asleep together. 

 By the time I woke up, my wife had already left the house, giving me ample time to plan my approach. 

 What should one bring when investigating alleged wizards? Some extra defense couldn’t hurt. I slung my 



 archery bow over my shoulder and packed a bag full of medicine and snacks before retrieving my wife’s 

 antique blade she impulsively acquired at a museum auction many years ago. It had promptly been 

 banished to the basement after it nearly gave me a new haircut. 

 When I finally got outside the city, the silence was almost deafening. I hadn’t been outside that concrete 

 jungle in weeks and the serenity of the woods calmed my nerves as I prepared for the journey ahead. The 

 buildings and city lights gradually faded away as the line of towering green trees enveloped the 

 landscape and the paved road became a narrow dirt path. After a short walk, I came upon a dark, gothic 

 stone bridge with gargoyles on either side, which stopped me dead in my tracks. Who would construct a 

 bridge this far away from civilization? I thought as I took my first step onto the stone. The sound of my 

 feet on the stone must have been loud because a huge troll with dark green skin and glowing yellow eyes 

 leapt up from the precipice beneath the bridge and raised a wooden club with nails protruding out of it 

 into the air and exclaimed, “Halt traveler! I know what you seek! The Word Wizard does not take kindly to 

 visitors.” His words fell like boulders, shaking the bridge as they landed, and a vile stench emanated from 

 them. The creature continued, “If you wish to proceed, you must beat me…” I readied my bow, 

 anticipating a fight. “In Scrabble!” The troll motioned his club and a table with chairs were raised from the 

 ground with an old dusty game board on it. As the troll took a seat, I relaxed my guard and sat across the 

 table from him. “You’re missing the tiles” I informed him. 

 “Naive human!” He roared. “You have only but to speak and allow the game to finish the rest.” The troll 

 went first and the letters shot out of his mouth like bullets onto the game board, forming the word 

 ‘elegant’ going straight down. He looked up at me with a fire in his eyes and I laid down some letters of 

 my own. 

 Our words crisscrossed up and down the board, nearly spilling over the sides.  The board was littered with 

 letters and I spotted an opening between some other words and made my final move. I spit out the 

 letters to create ‘commonsensical’ across the board, winning the game. Realizing his defeat, the troll 

 reeled back and let out a painful screech before vaporizing into a black cloud which dissipated, clearing 

 the way across the bridge. I continued down the dirt path as a thick fog blanketed the woods. After nearly 

 bumping into a tree and losing my footing on the beaten dirt path, I could make out a small light in the 

 distance. Cautiously, I made my way over to it and got a glimpse of the source. 

 I spotted a broken down building with a group of people dressed in white cloaks huddled around it. I 

 decided to investigate and upon closer inspection, it appeared to be the ruins of a chapel. One of the 

 group members turned upon seeing me and exclaimed, “Greetings traveler, welcome to our great 

 chapel! Why don’t you come inside?” He motioned toward the cracked wooden doors situated 

 underneath fallen pillars and bits of rock. “300 years ago this was once a beautiful chapel hall where 

 banquets, weddings, and ceremonies were held. It's definitely seen better days.” I looked around as he 



 was speaking and took in the sight of the crumbling, leaking roof, destroyed, broken down pews, cracked 

 stained glass windows and the smell of old cedar wood. “How did this happen?” I inquired. The slim man 

 in priestly attire replied, “Our ancestors tell of the Word Wizard who didn’t like the abundance of positive 

 words emanating from the chapel because they gave him migraines, so he destroyed it.” Then, out of the 

 corner of my eye, I noticed a familiar face. It was the young guy choking in the alley the other day. His 

 nose was deep in the pages of a thick tome and he looked up at me with surprise. “Hey, I remember you, 

 you’re the one who helped me out yesterday!” He introduced himself as Jake and explained that 

 members of the chapel have filled a library to regain their positive words and compile enough information 

 to combat the Word Wizard. Intrigued, I replied, “I'm actually on my way to meet the Word Wizard right 

 now, some information  might help.” Just then, every member of the chapel froze and stared at me. The 

 slim man from before led me down some steps and proclaimed, “Our intense research has resulted in the 

 creation of this magical device.” He unveiled a small talisman and placed it in my hand. He said it was 

 imbued with the power to cripple the Word Wizard’s magic and they were waiting for someone brave 

 enough to face him. We got back up the steps and Jake poked his head up from the book and ran over 

 as I was about to leave and said, “Hey, I bet I could become a lot smarter if I came along to help fight the 

 Word Wizard.” 

 I raised an eyebrow at Jake and asked, “are you sure? You don’t have any weapons and he could be 

 dangerous.” 

 Jake looked at me with the fire of determination in his eyes and asserted, “I’m tired of living in an 

 alleyway and choking on my words. I want to get smart enough to become successful and not have to 

 worry about where my next meal is going to come from.” 

 I shrugged and figured he wouldn’t leave me alone until I said yes so we set out together to meet the 

 Word Wizard. 

 After walking for a few awkward minutes, Jake broke the silence and asked, “Hey, what are you doing all 

 the way out here? You looked pretty important in that suit back when we first met.” 

 I hesitated for a moment and realized that I was so excited to get away from work that I never thought 

 about what I wanted from this ordeal. “Well, I guess I wanted to leave my job and accomplish something 

 more fulfilling for once instead of always being overshadowed by my wife. It always feels like she’s five 

 steps ahead of me.” 

 Jake gave me an inquisitive glance, “will she be alright if you don’t work?” 

 I smirked, “trust me, she’ll be just fine. And if this adventure proves fruitful, I might just quit and get out of 

 the city more often.” 



 As we continued chatting, a whirlwind followed by thick storm clouds covered the sky. 

 The storm clouds coalesced above a tall, foreboding cobblestone tower with a pointed blue roof studded 

 with bright white stars. I knew this was the right place, it was finally time to get the answers I’m looking 

 for. I busted open the door’s lock with the edge of the sword and Jake followed me inside. We were 

 greeted with an empty room and a gold carpet lined with the letters of the alphabet leading up a flight of 

 stairs. After trudging our way up the seemingly endless rows of stairs, we came upon an old wooden door 

 with a strange insignia emblazoned on it. I knocked, and my slight force made the door slowly open, as if 

 daring us to go inside. “Who goes there?” called a ferocious voice on the other side of the room. There 

 were no big menacing words coming from anywhere so I advanced carefully. “We know you’re in here 

 Word Wizard!” I saw the tip of a pointed hat covered in words sticking up over a beige recliner followed 

 by the face of a robed, decrepit old man holding a staff bearing the same insignia on the door emerged 

 from the darkest corner of the room and his sunken, glassy eyes focused on us like laser beams. “Hey, 

 you’re getting words all over my carpet!” His long luscious white beard swayed as he spoke through 

 crusty lips that hadn’t seen chapstick in 300 years. I looked down at the mess I made and told him, “That’s 

 why I’m here, what’s the deal with all these words?” The Word Wizard cleared his throat and said, “Well- 

 wait a second, nobody is supposed to know this place exists!” 

 I replied, “One of your henchmen got sloppy, and if you want me to keep your secret, you better start 

 talking.” He stared at me in disbelief, “You can’t disclose my 300 year secret, the people of your city will 

 be doomed to face the consequences of their words forever!” He raised his staff and the tip began 

 glowing bright blue before wildly firing off spheres of magical energy which left burn marks on the floor 

 where they landed. I dodged to the left as Jake took cover behind a dresser and I drew my bow, 

 unleashing a volley of arrows back in his direction. I pulled out the talisman from the chapel and it reacted 

 with his magic and began glowing with a blinding light, mesmerizing the Word Wizard. “I’ve seen this 

 before! I thought I got rid of every last one when I destroyed that chapel!” I shrugged, “You did, which is 

 why they spent the last 300 years developing a new one.” I held the talisman up in the Word Wizard’s 

 direction and he fell to the ground in a daze. “No… my magic is dwindling! It’s been keeping me alive for 

 the past 300 years!” The Word Wizard’s health rapidly began deteriorating with wrinkles covering his face, 

 his limbs becoming skinny and brittle, then his hair started to fall out as if the last 300 years were catching 

 up to him. The Word Wizard struggled to raise his head and exclaimed “Stop! Give me my magic back, I’ll 

 tell you anything!” 

 “Why’d you curse our city Word Wizard?” I lowered the talisman, which seemingly left him with enough 

 resolve to answer my question. “Your kind relentlessly made fun of me at school! They laughed at my long 

 beard and called me names. Instead of acquiring powers like pyromancy or thaumaturgy that would’ve 

 impressed them, I got stuck with the power of words! The sprawling little town where your city now stands 



 was where it all happened.” I looked at him puzzled, holding back a laugh, “You really cursed an entire 

 town because you were bullied at school?” 

 “It wasn’t just that I was bullied at school, when I told the adults, instead of doing something about it, 

 they would just tell me ‘sticks and stones can break your bones, but words will never hurt you.’ I hated 

 that saying so much that I wanted everybody to see how their words hurt the people they talk to!” Jake 

 looked as if he had just experienced a revelation and went over to the Word Wizard. “I know how it feels 

 to be a social outcast too. When people look at me in the alleyway, I can tell they see me as less than 

 human.” He bent down and spoke kind words to the Word Wizard, and to my astonishment, they began 

 healing him. Jake extended his hand to help the Word Wizard up as his pale face became bright and full 

 of life. “I didn’t know words could heal! Nobody has ever said such nice words to me before. Thank you!” 

 The Word Wizard stretched his arms and legs before reaching for his staff, “I suppose a lot can change in 

 300 years, and if there are other humans as kind as you back in the city, I will lift the curse.” He raised his 

 staff up with a twirl and a stream of black magical energy came flowing from the city and back into the tip, 

 before vanishing. “Thanks” I said for the first time without the inconvenience of getting my words 

 everywhere. “So, Word Wizard, what are you going to do now?“ 

 He stood up and meandered over to his recliner and said, “I’m just going to sit here and do a word 

 search.” On the shelf next to the Word Wizard’s chair was a magical book of endless word searches and 

 he eagerly took out a pen and began searching. I was making my way out when I heard Jake’s voice, 

 “Please, Word Wizard, you have to teach me the nuance and methodology of words. I want to become 

 literate and write my own stories one day!” The Word Wizard glanced up at him. I suppose I can teach 

 you the way of the words, kind one. Come sit at my table.” Jake joined the Word Wizard as I stepped 

 through the doorway and told them, “I have to go, I promised my wife I’d be back before dinner.” I 

 departed the Word Wizard’s tower and got back just as my wife was pulling into the driveway. She ran 

 over to me, nearly tripping in her high heels and pulled me in for a hug. “Just as my meeting was ending, 

 all of our words stopped falling out! I don’t know what happened, but you had to have something to do 

 with it.” I looked around the busy street, taking in the sight of people talking and laughing without any 

 words cluttering up the sidewalk. I threw my arms around her and said, “I’ll tell you all about it after I quit 

 my job and take you out for dinner.” 

 Epilogue 

 After a few more years living with my wife in the city, we finally decided it was time to move somewhere 

 less crowded and closer to the ocean. Upon clearing the airport security checkpoint and taking a seat in 

 our terminal, I caught a familiar face out of the corner of my eye. “Hey Jake!” I called over the sea of 

 bustling travelers. He turned to look around and his face lit up when he noticed me. He cheerfully rushed 

 over, pushing through the crowd and asked where we were headed. “We’re moving somewhere quiet and 



 relaxing” I told him. “what about you?” Jake enthusiastically fumbled around in his bag and showed me 

 an acceptance letter to Harvard Business School and exclaimed, “I’m finally smart enough! The Word 

 Wizard taught me everything he knows and helped me write a killer essay for my application. I can’t wait 

 to share my words with the world!” For a second, I saw myself in Jake’s young, spry face and made sure to 

 offer my words of wisdom, “make sure to take some time for yourself and try not to get too wrapped up 

 in your work.” 

 Jake nodded as an announcement came over the loudspeaker declaring that flight 317 to Boston was 

 now boarding. 

 Jake picked up his suitcase, “Well, I better hop on that plane.” I gave him a high five before he bounced 

 over to his terminal and disappeared through the walkway. 



 I  can’t tell you everything that I’ve forgotten – 

 how could I? But really, this wasn’t forgetting. 

 This wasn’t because of the simple passage of 

 time or natural loss of minute detail of everyday 

 life. Either by me or by Lilith, I was made to 

 forget, to lose what I knew of that time and of 

 those days, those long, lonely days. And to this 

 day, I will not speak her name; the jumbled 

 mess of consonants and a drawn-out hiss of an 

 identifier granted to her with what seems like 

 something of a sense of humor, or a prophecy 

 to fulfill: Lilith. The word does not leave your 

 tongue; it is never done being said. But how 

 wonderful must it be to know you have served 

 your God-given purpose. 

 I met her car before I met her. It was big and black and foreboding, and above all, it was expensive. A 

 new car, an expensive car, that was something my family had never known. “It gets me from point A to 

 point B,” my father had always said of our old, dented and unexotic car. But there we were, driving home 

 in something new and German with real leather seats. My father drove me home from my grandmother’s 

 house – my mother’s mother, who he always made sure to comment on was so, so nice – where I’d spent 

 my summer. At home, Lilith was waiting. 

 The glaring evidence of her intrusion greeted me first. The entryway behind the front door was all but 

 blockaded with an effigy to Lilith: there sat the stained, king-size mattress she’d brought with her when 

 she moved into our home. Looking around, her stain was everywhere: in the boxes she hadn’t unpacked 

 and never would, in the furniture she brought with her, and in the smell of the house, once home, now 

 foreign. And still, I hadn’t met the woman. 

 Alarm has already begun to arise in me. What had happened to the world I had known? I remembered 

 the past: my mother still there, her wedding gown in the closet that now held another woman’s clothes, 

 the two cats who once roamed the halls, and the patchwork carpet in the bedroom, an embodiment of 

 childhood that was now rolled up in storage somewhere. It felt like there was little that remained of that 

 past – certainly not my mother and not the things that felt like home. And for the first time, the realization 

 began to dawn on me that this place didn’t feel like home anymore, and there was nowhere else that did, 

 either. 



 Lilith greeted me with ice in her eyes and a smile on her lips. Have you ever seen that kind of cold in 

 someone? Someone frozen by cynicism, and the one place it all pushes its way out is through their eyes, 

 cold and piercing. It wasn’t until Lilith that I’d seen it in such intense clarity, to where there was no hiding 

 the vitriol that spewed from her sharp blue eyes, blue like I’d never seen and like I never wanted to see 

 again. 

 “Lilith, meet Delilah,” my father said to her. When he looked at her, it seemed almost like he couldn’t see 

 into her eyes and only saw the thin-ice surface of her being, unable to notice the cold waters and all that 

 lurked in them waiting below. 

 “I’m so glad to finally meet you,” she said in a thick Russian accent. “Look what we did for you.” 

 My whole life, I’d grown up at arm’s length from Russian culture, attending Russian ballet classes and 

 drinking kvass but never learning the language or even really knowing my own Russian grandmother. But 

 my father always wanted to feel like we were closer to the culture than we really were. Lilith reminded me 

 of that. 

 She led me to a room off of the kitchen. Once it had been used as an office and storage space, but when 

 the building was built, it was intended as the maid’s room. It faced inward, toward the courtyard, where it 

 was never really light and never really dark. All you could see from the narrow window was brick and 

 cinder and lights in windows that never went off. 

 The room had been transformed, I suppose, specially for me. The furniture was new and bleak and plain, 

 and I don’t think I was a consideration in putting it together. It was a girl’s room, recognizably, for the idea 

 of a girl and nothing more. It was functional, more or less, and that was that. There was no dresser, 

 because the room was too small, but the bed had drawers underneath it, even though they touched the 

 other wall when they were pulled out fully. There was a desk the size of a card table and a wicker chair 

 that was both uncomfortable and took up too much space. The lamp was squeezed between the radiator 

 and the wall in a spot that it would have been generous to say that it fit in. I couldn’t fit my guitar case 

 there, so it stayed in the living room. Like I said, functional – more or less. 

 “Lilith picked all of this out for you,” my father told me. He was beaming. Why was he beaming? I had 

 been sequestered here, left in a room my father would joke was smaller than a prison cell could legally be 

 in this country, so that Lilith had room for her things. I sat on the bed with my suitcase by my side and the 

 wall two feet in front of my face. Somehow, there was more than enough room for the mind to wander in 

 here. 

 My mind wandered back to the years after my mother and before Lilith. My father and I took the train for 

 a weekend trip. We saw plays and we ate at restaurants and had conversations that would bore anyone 



 else to death. That was when he bought me my guitar. That was why we’d made the trip – to visit a 

 special luthier 200 miles away for the most incredible classical guitar. But now I saw myself relegated to 

 second fiddle, left behind, and discarded to a room meant for a servant. I wondered what I had left. 

 They both walked out of the room with smiles, leaving me alone in the maid’s room. I began to put away 

 my things, the clothes that still smelled like someone else’s home, into the drawers that didn’t smell like 

 my home. I heard Lilith charm my father from the kitchen, and I did all I could not to weep. 

 I hadn’t gone into this with the intention of disliking Lilith. In the abstract, this was good news. In the 

 summer, when I was still with my grandparents – my mother’s parents – I thought it was a sign of my father 

 moving on and growing after my mother, who had never been fully a part of my childhood but had 

 moved away and created a different life for herself somewhere else years ago. I had wanted to like her, 

 really – but she seemed so strange, and even from that first interaction, everything about her, and their 

 relationship as a whole, seemed so off. 

 My father asked if I wanted him to order take-out for us. My father had always been the one who cooked 

 in our home, even when my mother lived with us. I would watch as he’d flambe pork tenderloin and whip 

 egg whites for chocolate mousse, as he painstakingly diced vegetables and fried his own potatoes, and 

 as he jotted down notes onto ingredient-stained recipes he’d printed out and kept in a binder. I sat and 

 watched as he cooked, helping in the way a parent lets a child think they’re helping, making soups of 

 warm water and vegetables, and taking in that this was home, our culture. But that night he ordered me a 

 meatball sandwich from a pizzeria and I ate alone in the maid’s room, my room, as my father and Lilith 

 closed the door to the master bedroom. 

 The next morning I awoke slowly and stared at the ceiling, listening to be sure that Lilith was not in the 

 kitchen. I was afraid of her. A room always looks so small when you stare at the ceiling. That shape up 

 there, that’s this entire space, transposed onto something blank. And it looks hardly big enough for a 

 twin-sized bed. 

 I sat up in bed and looked down at my nightclothes. It felt like everything hung wrong on me, and 

 everything undesirable was on display. And I was not willing to allow a stranger to see me like this – 

 vulnerable, with none of the armor I usually made sure I wore. It would not be acceptable for her to see 

 me so unguarded, not then, not ever. 

 I snuck quietly out into the kitchen. I looked quickly for something to eat for breakfast and grabbed 

 whatever caught my sight first. At any moment, Lilith could have entered the room. I rushed back into the 

 maid’s room and latched the door shut, eating quickly and quietly on top of my bedspread. 



 But I had to leave the safety of the little cell-like room eventually – to use the bathroom, I had to use the 

 ensuite that was in the master bedroom, or the second bedroom that used to be mine and now was used 

 as Lilith’s room for all her bizarre odds and ends she acquired under vaguely mysterious circumstances, 

 like the room-sized industrial sewing machine that required she take my old bedroom. So there was no 

 telling what was the safest route for me – where oh where might I encounter Lilith? 

 But of course, I did encounter her. After all, we lived together now, and the second bathroom would be 

 broken and unrepaired for months at a time. I knew nothing of Lilith, not really. I knew her belongings, 

 which were large and obnoxious, and her Russian accent, and her piercing eyes. But I didn’t know  her  . 

 She was a woman of mysterious origins. And what do you talk about with someone who both lives with 

 you and is a stranger? 

 I ran into her as I left my sanctuary of a jail cell and attempted to use the bathroom and bathe. She kept 

 her head down, passing me without acknowledging my presence, and I continued to the bathroom. My 

 father walked by me and smiled, wishing me a good morning. He followed Lilith to wherever it was she 

 was going. 

 The rest of the day was solitary. I think back to last year, before I left for the summer. We sat on the couch 

 and he showed me a documentary about champagne and the origins and history of naturally produced 

 sparkling wines, and then another about the best sushi chef in Japan. We ate slices of an apple tart he’d 

 made a hundred times over with a type of apple you could only find locally. He told me about the apples 

 and how special they were, and how he’d tried Granny Smith apples in his tart before and thought they 

 were an excuse to use more sugar in baking. But that day, I read a book on my bed in the maid’s room 

 and watched a vulgar television program I wasn’t supposed to watch, at least in theory. It didn’t really 

 seem to matter much now what I watched, or did, at all. 

 The room had a haze about it, a stupor-inducing quality. The one window, small and narrow, faced into 

 the deadly still and silent concrete courtyard. The sounds of the streets, and of the city, couldn’t reach 

 through this much brick and mortar. I had grown up in noise. Silence was confounding, disturbing. It was 

 the thing most foreign to me – I wasn’t used to silence, and it was unsettling. 

 The maid’s room made my eyelids grow heavy as if it were enchanted by a spell. The heater crackled like 

 it was shushing a baby, beckoning me to bed. Sleep came like a slowly flowing fog over me, enveloping 

 my body as I sat helpless. It was a fog that was difficult to clear, and it kept me in its embrace as long as it 

 pleased. That fog – sleep and its accompanying demons – were the way I spent most of the early days of 

 Lilith, before I was made to be alone with her. 



 It was not long after I had arrived back that my father told me about the way he would be spending the 

 next months. He would be traveling for work, almost constantly, while I stayed behind – and what a 

 wonderful thing that Lilith is here to stay with me while he is gone. 

 Truly, it was doomed from the start. Still, she had agreed to this, and was not, as you might assume, 

 forced into it. Of her own free volition, Lilith chose to stay with me and act as a caretaker. I almost wish 

 that, today, I could ask her why. She didn’t know me. She had no reason to agree to this. And I can’t help 

 but imagine that she foresaw it going this way, and ending in disaster, and agreed to do it anyway. 

 When my father left for the first trip, there was no fanfare. There was very little fuss – about me, about 

 Lilith – and life was presumed to go on. And yet Lilith and I were now together in one apartment, her as 

 guardian and me as ward. We had never really had a conversation, never bonded or gotten to know each 

 other. So my father left on business, and Lilith became the closest thing I had to a parent. 

 There was an eerie silence and an eerier air over the apartment as soon as my father pulled his suitcase 

 out through the front door. It was early morning when he left, and if he said goodbye to me, I don’t 

 remember it. But I felt it when I awoke in the room off the kitchen. The tension was palpable. And so I did 

 what I always did and stayed in my room and avoided Lilith like the plague. I knew now, though, that this 

 was the reality, and I couldn’t ignore her forever. But I was silent, hidden until nightfall. 

 That evening, I heard Lilith in the kitchen, frying in pans and mixing in metal bowls and stirring with 

 wooden spoons. I wondered if this could be the moment where she showed herself without her shield, 

 the armor of brutality and coldness that she always wore. There’s something intimate about cooking for 

 someone, about creating something to nourish someone else. I thought about what dinner together 

 might be like while I listened to her cooking noisily in the kitchen. Would we watch television together? 

 Or chat over our meal while we sat at the dining table? Would she ask me to set the table, place the 

 placemats and the napkins and the forks and knives? What would we talk about? But we have to start 

 somewhere, don’t we, I thought. 

 But then she served me the plate for me to eat alone in my bedroom. I felt my heart drop from the 

 anticipation of something I hadn’t known I wanted. I stared at my plate and the fork on the paper towel. 

 And I thought about how being made to eat alone is a lonely, lonely thing. 

 But once she invited me to talk. She told me where she’d come from, her childhood in the Soviet Union, 

 and her life after its collapse. Her father was a photographer. They’d given him a car when cars were hard 

 to come by, rare gifts from the government to those of high status. She left once the union had fractured 

 into a series of broken states with no real identity or structure. She didn’t miss the Soviet Union, but she 

 was nostalgic for it, the food, the colors, the people, and the unity. 



 I told her about my grandmother, how she had been born in the Soviet Union and was a little girl during 

 the war, fleeing to an Allied refugee camp in Germany after it was over. I didn’t say it, but I think Lilith 

 must have known what that meant: the nightmares and the horrors she’d seen, things that never left her. 

 She acted like she didn’t know, but I think she must have. There had been a wedding photo, my father’s 

 parents, and somehow, it made its way to the maid’s room, Lilith having excavated all signs of real, human 

 life from her presence. The frame didn’t fit anywhere and it ended up in my drawer. That’s what really 

 made me think she knew. 

 We sat on the bed in the master bedroom together and she read my poems, acted as though she liked 

 them. She commented on the fact that I wrote about ideas I had no real clue about – and of course, she 

 was right. She asked me how and why I wrote about those things – drugs, death, whatever else a young 

 person thinks is interesting to write about. I didn’t have an answer, and we never talked like that again. 

 It was around this time that I began school for the year. There was little in the way of preparation – I had 

 not done the summer reading, my rain boots didn’t fit anymore, and my bag was halfway threadbare. The 

 first day came on a sunny fall morning, still warm enough to wear short sleeves outside. I watched the 

 people I had been friends with the year before talking to each other, laughing, and I looked on as I went 

 inside to get my schedule. The halls of the school building were the same tepid pale green with the same 

 flickering fluorescents as ever. The building was too warm inside to be comfortable, and I found myself 

 getting hot as I waited in line for my schedule. 

 My old friends caught up to me in line, asking why I didn’t stop earlier. I told them I didn’t want to be too 

 late to get my schedule from the registrar. They laughed and everyone talked about their summers: camp, 

 traveling, exotic lands and archery. I had spent a month with my estranged mother’s parents and then 

 lived with a woman I’d never met. Exciting, maybe, but nowhere close to fun. 

 They managed to weasel out of me what I’d done with my summer. Their faces held a moment of concern 

 before turning and calling her the step-witch and laughing at their own bad joke. Like so many terrible 

 nicknames that no one would want, that one stuck, and they used it every time I talked about Lilith, as if 

 she were a creature from a fairytale. We were too young to imagine bad things without experiencing 

 them. Well, good for them for not knowing any better. 

 School was another clockwork routine that ran on stress and fear for me. But it was better than at home, 

 where Lilith lurked, because at least she wasn’t there, the stranger who I thought might pounce at any 

 moment with no warning. Even then, school was a monstrosity, a building I was locked in for eight hours a 

 day until I turned eighteen with no escape possible. In most of the classrooms, the clocks didn’t work. It 

 turned into a time warp, a wormhole where minutes stretched into hours and hours stretched into days. 



 And then I’d go home to my room off of the kitchen and confined myself until the next morning, where I 

 would be in a different kind of imprisonment. The days felt like years then, lonely and dark. 

 There was a day that Lilith came to my bedroom, demanding to know why I hadn’t left for school. Each 

 day it got a little harder to get myself up, dressed, and walk out the door. And some days I couldn’t do it 

 at all. This was one of those days. 

 “You need to get to school, you can’t miss another day,” she said harshly. I was sitting at the tiny desk, 

 willing myself to move. 

 “I know. I’m trying. Just give me a minute.” I really was trying. But I also felt like I was being eaten from 

 the inside out with fear. 

 “This is all because of your mother,” she said, scowling, disdain in her voice. 

 I stood up angrily and my chair flew back with a screech. “Don’t talk about my mother.” There were years 

 of pain and bitterness in my voice. My mother had left me, and now here I was with a stranger who 

 couldn’t care less. But I wouldn’t cry in front of Lilith. It had nothing to do with her. “You have no right.” 

 She looked shocked. I don’t know if she knew how I felt about her then. I don’t know if she knew I was 

 afraid of her. She didn’t expect me to speak up, but it didn’t even seem like something I chose to do – the 

 anger just came over me as a shot of burning rage that I couldn’t have ignored if I wanted to. 

 Lilith didn’t cook again. In fact, she barely spoke to me. We never did eat together, not once. I scoured 

 the cabinets for breakfast and dinner, hoping there’d be something sweet or salty or anything palatable. 

 But it didn’t take long for the food to be all but gone, for there to be nothing left but rotten vegetables in 

 the refrigerator and uncooked rice and canned fish in the pantry – so I ate that. I would never ask Lilith for 

 anything, not in my wildest dreams. 

 I waited in my bedroom for Lilith to scurry out of the kitchen and back to my father’s bedroom. I heard her 

 moving things, clanging dishes and silverware, eclectic and strange. This was her routine: hole up in the 

 bedroom, stomp to the kitchen, look frantically for something she apparently was in desperate need of, 

 and scamper back out before anyone talked to her. There was always a palpable desperation about her 

 motion, and just hearing it was enough to make me squeamish. Was she brewing potions? Did she sneak 

 back to the bedroom to stir her cauldron, keep it from bubbling over? Were there alchemic secrets held 

 behind her locked door? It was so strange to know I knew nothing, except that her hair wasn’t really 

 blonde and she hadn’t bathed in a matter of weeks. 



 My father would return for brief periods of time, never staying long, only replenishing the groceries and 

 my lunch money before leaving again. He felt a million miles away, even when he was home. The space I 

 took up in his life had been reassigned. Now it was only her. 

 I was the only one who was concerned whether I ate or not. When my father and I would cook together, I 

 felt brave around food, like it was something I could manipulate and transform into whatever form I 

 wanted. I was convinced because of this that I wasn’t a picky eater – I would eat anything my father put in 

 front of me. And when I began to take what I could get, I realized that this couldn’t be further from the 

 truth. 

 As I walked home from school one day, I stopped inside the deli for food. The deli across the street from 

 the school was old fashioned, with a mishmash of products for sale and a grouchy cat to keep the pests 

 out. There, they sold packets of miniature donuts for 75 cents each. I felt around in my bag for any 

 money, muttering that I hoped there was enough change at the bottom of my purse. An old woman 

 smiled at me as I searched for enough to buy myself something. 

 “Sometimes, there’s just enough spare change at the bottom of your purse to keep you going,” she said. 

 Her words rang truer than she knew. For six quarters, I bought both flavors of mini-donut. Whether there 

 was dinner or not that night, I would eat. I took my time on the walk home, savoring each bite, thoughts 

 and fears and anxiety finally banished from my head. 

 But I was lucky that day. At home I raided the pantry. My father had restocked – there were treats and 

 snacks and goodies aplenty. Packages of shiny plastic mass-produced food shone like diamonds. I picked 

 out a snack for the afternoon – cookies – and indulged. There wouldn’t be another chance, not anytime 

 soon. So I indulged, heartily. I indulged. 

 That night, I woke to the sound of the backdoor slamming. It was a large, heavy fireproof door that 

 couldn’t be closed gently. I checked my clock. It was three in the morning. Minutes passed. Lilith returned 

 with another slam of the door. And then it happened twice more that night. After the last slam woke me 

 up, seemingly for good, I watched as a tiny insect scurried across my floor. A roach. God, I hate those 

 things. 

 In the morning, my guitar was missing. It was a beautiful instrument, made of solid wood from a special 

 kind of Hawaiian tree. Once you break a guitar in, it becomes one of a kind. The sound it made was bright 

 and sweet. And it was gone. I never saw it again. 

 The roaches came like sand filling an hourglass. Nothing at first, one here or there, and then suddenly, 

 you couldn’t step into the kitchen without seeing one – or a colony of them. They were resilient, in the 

 incorrigible way Lilith was, too. 



 The bugs set me on alert. I checked each step before I walked anywhere. I entered the kitchen as little as 

 possible. And the sight of one would paralyze me, each a tiny incarnation of Lilith, unkillable, unbeatable. 

 When the infestation came I stopped going to school. I stopped leaving the house. I stopped leaving my 

 room. It didn’t start, and it wasn’t all at once – it was gradual at first, and people would ask me where I’d 

 been, and they would wonder to my face on the days I was there why I didn’t ever come to school. I could 

 not simply tell them that every moment was full of fear and I lived a life on the fringes, barely alive. When 

 I stopped going altogether, no one could ask me any more questions. For a while, my friends, the ones 

 who called Lilith the step-witch, would call me, ask how I was doing, but that stopped, too, eventually. 

 One night, when I thought Lilith wasn’t in the house, I went to use the bathroom in the master bedroom, 

 pushing open the door to find it blocked by her figure. I mumbled an apology and planned to get on with 

 my day. To my surprise, a moment later, she came out of the room, and smiled at me for what seemed 

 like the first time. She apologized to me, a break in her hard-shelled exterior that had always blocked me 

 out as much as possible. Was that it? Had I caught her, nailed her, broken her down to something human? 

 Was this my chance, I wondered? 

 I entered the bathroom after she left, being sure to lock the door. God help me for my gifts of bad timing 

 and outsized curiosity – I took the lid off of the trashcan and inspected the contents, suspicious of Lilith 

 and whatever it was that must have been going on with her. 

 I had never felt such heat rise from my chest to my face – I thought I would burn from the inside out all 

 the while shaking like I was freezing cold. I had found the secrets Lilith kept, and uncovering them nearly 

 brought me to tears out of pure terror. Alcohol prep pads, sterile water vials, dried out cotton balls, a 

 small, empty plastic bag still lined with the remnants of something powdery and pale, and old, used 

 needles. I had seen it all on TV. I shakily took a photo with my cell phone and panicked, still sitting on the 

 closed toilet seat. This, I thought, this will have to do it. What can he say to this? 

 But it wasn’t the magic spell I had hoped for. It did not break whatever curse Lilith had put my father 

 under. 

 “But she’s on  drugs  .” 

 “She’s not. It’s methadone. She isn’t on drugs anymore,” he said. He was never combative, and he’d 

 never yelled at me in my life, but he said this with all the power and self-assurance in the world. You 

 couldn’t get mad back at him – he didn’t give you that option. 

 “She’s a drug addict, and she stole from me, and she doesn’t bathe, or do dishes, she wears the same 

 thing for weeks at a time, and we have no food.” Tears sprang to my eyes. There was nothing I could do. 



 “She needs help. I’m helping her.” He paused. “We’ll get you a new guitar.” And that was how the 

 conversation ended. 

 He had known, and he had taken care of her, helped her, and forgotten me in her wake. So months more 

 passed, and one day, she had gone. And I don’t think I had anything to do with it. He paid her rent in an 

 apartment across town and I sat in my dark little bedroom, alone. 

 Lilith left one day but she never left for good – and she never took back what she brought, not the 

 mattress, not the sewing machines, not the closet full of clothes or the moving boxes of knick knacks that 

 she never unpacked. She would come back and somehow manage to show her face, which I could never 

 do. She had no shame, but it seemed like the only thing that I had. 

 I left the room with the sunless window. I left the source of Lilith. And I was never in the clear – the mark 

 of Lilith remained. She was everywhere even though we hadn’t spoken since I’d been so naïve as to listen 

 to her – to believe she might have listened or cared. Everywhere I was, they were. I slept with the lights 

 on. I inspected each crevice of my mattress and bedframe, I stood on the bed to see the ceiling, I spent 

 my wee hours conducting investigations, and I was powerless over the impulse. My heart raced at the 

 sight of one. Every speck was suspect and I was powerless. 

 The summer that Lilith left, my father took me to visit his mother, my grandmother. She was dying, or 

 beginning to die. I dreaded it as we drove through the hills to reach her dilapidated home on the cliff’s 

 edge – to my father, Lilith was a vessel of his mother’s pain, something still young and salvageable and 

 broken but fixable. I knew it and it only made me more resentful. 

 As we drove, my father told me the reality of his childhood. He had told me a glossed-over version of it 

 before, where he and his mother and little brother had moved and lived and moved again and then 

 eventually settled. But he told me then about his mother’s nightmares, her shrieks in the middle of the 

 night, her temper and the terrors that never left her. He said she once broke every window in their house. 

 He told me about her dream of a “Norman Rockwell America,” before she realized through threats of 

 violence that it was a dream that would not be allotted to a Russian war refugee, not to a single mother, 

 not to her. She was a proxy for hatred of foreigners, of the other, and of the nuclear enemy. He told me 

 how they lived in a city motel, drug-addled and violent, for a year, how he hadn’t gone to school, and 

 how he’d become her caretaker at age eleven. And nothing ever changed for her. 

 Her home was large, and it was beautiful from the outside, but the inside was decayed, rotting, dirty. My 

 father and I stood in the entryway and while my grandmother had her back turned, he said to me, “This is 

 entropy. This is what everything goes back to. Chaos.” 



 And when she turned around, I realized that in her eyes you could see a million fields of pale green grass 

 and summertime ponds filled with life and a warm weather world in soft bloom. In her eyes there was 

 hope – if not for herself, then for me. I will never know how she gave her eyes to my father and his brother 

 but hers are the only ones I’ve ever seen that shone that brightly. 

 It had been years since I’d seen her. I was small the last time, and I was afraid of her and her thick accent, 

 her Eastern Orthodox modesty, and the cold of her hands. And now I stood a foot taller than her, and I 

 saw everything I had missed before, and everything I had missed over the years I did not know her. 

 She told me to call her  Babushka  . I have a  Babushka  ,  I realized in that moment. The old country – I did 

 not think that any part of me belonged to the old country, or that any part of the old country belonged to 

 me. But,  Babushka  , I realized.  Babushka  is part of  me. 

 That was the only time I saw her before she died. At her funeral in the Orthodox cathedral I covered my 

 head with a scarf. The service was in Church Slavonic and the hall was dark and cold. Through the words I 

 could not understand, I thought of her soul, and I thought of Lilith. In my mind there was a link between 

 Lilith and all the terror I’d known. And Lilith became a monolith, everything I didn’t want to be and 

 everything I despised. It had been irreconcilable that the thread that ran through my grandmother and 

 into Lilith also ran through me: the blood of Russian women, spiked with pain and fear as if they were 

 antibodies in our cells, pushing us on and on and on, and granting us strength we could only find within 

 each other. 

 My father told me that his mother used to say that God has a sense of humor. He said that when she said 

 that, she meant we should never think we’re in control. Russian fatalism, he called it. I think it means more 

 than that. Look at everything that’s gone wrong and how awful everything can be, it says, and then think 

 about how perfectly ridiculous all of it really is – because God has a sense of humor. 

 Lilith, I don’t want anyone else to say your name to me. I don’t want them to tell my story – your story – 

 back to me. I don’t want commentary and I don’t want pity. We’re Slavic. We’re women. We struggle and 

 we grow. I know you wouldn’t want my sympathy and I promise that I don’t have any for you, but I think 

 we both know there’s something funny about the way this all worked out. And that’s how I know God has 

 a sense of humor. 



 T  rigger made his way through the throngs 

 of people unloading from the subway. The 

 Titan roughly shoved his way through the 

 bustling crowd, his eyes searching. 

 Snippets of conversation reached his ears 

 like a song through a faulty radio. Here, a 

 little boy whining to his mother about a toy 

 he wanted. There, an old woman arguing 

 with a friend about the latest gossip. Up 

 ahead, a businessman walking towards 

 Trigger was angrily telling off his secretary 

 over the phone. The distracted 

 businessman slammed into Trigger’s 

 shoulder as they passed each other in the 

 crowd, but the Titan hardly felt it. His 

 shoulder was already numb, and he could feel goosebumps rising on his skin. 

 Trigger kept walking, the spurs on his boots clicking against the ground with each step. He knew he was 

 close; his shoulder told him that much. After two weeks of tracking reports of frozen bodies and pale, 

 mysterious strangers, the Titan had felt his shoulder grow cold in the street and had followed the feeling 

 into the subway station below. He knew there was a Cold One somewhere up ahead. 

 The subway doors closed and the train began to move, sending a chill gust of wind through the entire 

 station. The breeze tore at Trigger’s clothes and hair, but his eyes were drawn to a tall, bald man walking 

 through the crowd ahead. No, not a man. Something else. 

 The passing pedestrians seemed to naturally part around the creature. Maybe they were repelled by the 

 Cold One’s intimidating appearance, but Trigger guessed it was more than that. Even if they didn’t know 

 quite what it was, the humans knew there was something unnatural about the creature. Something wrong 

 with it. Their latent animal instincts knew to steer clear of the bigger predator. 

 The crowd was thinning out as the Cold One approached the end of the platform. Trigger sped up, 

 closing the gap between him and the creature. With each stride, the metal spurs on the back of his 

 leather boots threw up a pattern of sparks. Trigger’s shoulder was even colder now. 



 Up ahead, the Cold One froze. Trigger knew that the creature recognized the tell-tale sounds of an 

 approaching Titan. Slowly, it turned to face Trigger, who braced himself, preparing himself for the fight 

 that was sure to come. 

 The Cold One didn’t say anything as it took in Trigger’s appearance, but then again, its kind usually didn’t 

 say anything at all. Trigger could sense the creature’s eyes lingering on the tassels hanging from his right 

 breast pocket. There were twenty tassels, and the creature knew each one represented one of its kind that 

 Trigger had put in the ground. The real number was higher, a lot higher, but the Academy didn’t exactly 

 endorse those kills, so Trigger did not have tassels to represent them. 

 A series of intricate tattoos covered the creature’s face, criss-crossing over its eyes and mouth. Swirls of 

 dark ink contrasted with blank white flesh. The Cold One’s eyes were firm and piercing, but the color was 

 constantly shifting, a rainbow of distortion and vertigo. A memory, long forgotten, came flooding back 

 into Trigger’s mind unbidden; a memory of bright sunshine, a burbling stream, and a cottage surrounded 

 by trees. The Titan remembered what Madge had told him that warm day, outside her home. 

 The eyes of a Cold One are simultaneously the reddest of reds and the bluest blues. They are the palest 

 of white-- 

 “--and the deepest of blacks.”  A voice finished from  behind him. 

 Trigger turned in surprise, and in the seconds that his eyes were not focused on the Cold One, it struck. 

 The creature sped towards Trigger in a burst of speed, far faster than any human could move, and 

 slammed into him. 

 Trigger went flying backwards and crashed down hard on the concrete. He gasped for breath, but the 

 Cold One was already circling around for another attack. Pushing himself to his feet, Trigger dodged to 

 the left, pulling a short dagger from within his jacket at the same time. The Titan swiped the dagger 

 through the back of the Cold One’s knee as it charged past, and he heard a grunt of pain in response. The 

 Titan considered taking out his whip, but the station’s low ceiling would have made using it difficult. 

 Trigger’s shoulder was so cold now that it felt like it was burning. 

 The Cold One spun to face him once more, growling through bared teeth. The creature was limping 

 slightly on its injured leg. In his peripheral vision, Trigger could see that the station had been abandoned. 

 Humans knew when to flee a fight. 

 The Cold One dashed forward again, but faked to the left at the last second, coming at Trigger from the 

 side. The Titan had seen the bluff coming, however, and rolled out of the way. The Cold One shot right 

 by him. As Trigger got to his feet, a gust of wind came surging down the tunnel and into the station, 

 signaling the impending arrival of another train. 



 The Cold One had turned to face him once more, but it seemed to be sizing the Titan up. Trigger was a 

 lot stronger of a foe than some hapless human, cut down and drained in a dark alley. His tassels should 

 have been a warning to the creature from the beginning. 

 The Cold One darted towards him for a third time, and Trigger was suddenly reminded of a charging bull. 

 It was a comparison that Madge had made often. 

 If your opponent is a bull, wave the red cape. 

 Trigger sprinted towards the creature. He could see its eyes widen ever so slightly in shock. No one in 

 their right mind would ever willingly charge a Cold One, but Trigger was never really in his right mind. 

 At the last second before impact, like a matador dodging a bull, Trigger dove to the side. The Cold One 

 sped past him and off the edge of the platform, falling directly into the path of the subway train as it 

 emerged from the darkness of the tunnel. The creature’s flesh was durable, but not strong enough to take 

 the full weight of a subway car. The sound of impact was drowned out by the train’s trundling wheels. 

 The Titan retreated into the shadows, watching as the train came to a halt. The doors hissed open, 

 releasing a stream of passengers that flooded the platform. 

 Trigger frowned slightly. Even though the Cold One was gone, his shoulder was still chilled to the bone. 

 There had to be more Cold Ones near, the Titan knew that much for sure.  His built-in Cold One detector 

 was a handy tool, and his unusual gift had come specifically from the first Cold One he’d ever 

 encountered, and the first one he’d seen killed. 

 A bite to the shoulder, or anywhere on the body for that matter, is usually fatal,  Madge had told him  after 

 pulling him from the wreckage of his old home.  But  not in your case. 

 As the train departed from the station once more. Trigger took a hesitant step towards the dark, yawning 

 tunnel. Somewhere out there was a Cold One. Maybe there was just one. Maybe more. Either way, it 

 needed to be exterminated. 

 Trigger jumped down onto the track, landing lightly. He stared into the tunnel, into darkness that seemed 

 to stretch out to oblivion. 

 “Well, haven't you grown up quickly?” A voice said. 

 Trigger turned, sighing. A plump woman with frizzy brown hair stood behind him on the platform. She 

 frowned down at him slightly. 

 “I thought we were done seeing each other, Madge.” Trigger murmured, his voice barely a whisper. She 

 looked the same as she had the last time Trigger had seen her. 



 “Guess I’m not quite done with you yet, T.” Madge grumbled. “Just because your Academy education 

 got cut off early, doesn’t mean I can’t still teach you anything.” 

 “Leave me alone,” Trigger growled. Turning, he strode confidently away down the tunnel. He waited for 

 Madge to call after him, to demand he come back like she used to. But there was nothing. He kept 

 walking. 

 The darkness surrounded him. Trigger withdrew a flare from his jacket and lit it, illuminating the walls and 

 ceiling in a bright crimson. He was definitely going the right way. With each step further, the icy teeth 

 digging into his shoulder deepened. The pain was minimal; the Titan was used to the feeling by now. 

 Trigger kept walking, opting for the small path beside the track meant for workers rather than a track 

 itself. Getting run over by a subway train would not make his eradication of the Dark Fae any easier. 

 With only the flare to light the way, the sounds of skittering mice and insects seemed magnified. 

 Somewhere overhead, he could hear cars and other vehicles driving, and in the distance, a train running 

 on another track. 

 After several minutes of walking, Trigger’s shoulder began to become steadily warmer. Wherever the Cold 

 One he was tracking was, he had passed it already. Trigger backtracked through the tunnel, pausing only 

 to stand, his back against the wall, when a subway train passed by him. 

 At long last, Trigger found a small maintenance hatch on one wall of the tunnel. He must have missed it 

 on his first inspection. Trigger broke open the lock on the hatch and found a small crawl space, leading off 

 into darkness. Although the Titan would rather not face off with a Cold One while crawling on his hands 

 and knees, he entered the tunnel and began to move. 

 Trigger did not have to crawl for long, however, because he soon reached the end of the passage when it 

 opened up into a large, cavernous space. It was so large, in fact, that Trigger’s flare could not illuminate 

 the area wall to wall. The opening of the crawlspace was about six feet up from the floor. Trigger’s heart 

 sank as he realized what he had uncovered. He wouldn’t just have to deal with one or two Cold Ones. He 

 had found a Nest. 

 The Titan leapt nimbly down to the floor of the cave and threw his flare across the room, lighting a second 

 one for himself. He inspected the area, bathed red by the flare light. This was the first nest he’d seen in 

 person, although Madge had told him all about them. 

 You’ll only ever see male Cold Ones in the wild, but if you ever have the misfortune of finding a nest, well, 

 get ready to meet the Queen.  She had told him. 



 Trigger tread lightly, examining the walls and floor with mild revulsion. The area seemed to have been 

 sewn out of criss-crossing cords of a spongy black material, the surface of which was slathered in a 

 transparent jelly. Usually, nests were constructed by a Cold Queen using its own bodily fluids and waste, 

 and populated solely by its children. A Queen would lay its eggs in small chambers set off from the larger 

 nest and filled with amniotic fluid. Once the brood grew into the Cold Ones, they would locate food and 

 help maintain and protect the nest. 

 Trigger turned on his spot, rubbing his frozen shoulder. The action did little to diminish the chill, but it was 

 comforting and reminded him of Madge. She had used to prepare hot packs for him and massage his 

 shoulder when he returned from his practical lessons at the academy. 

 A tiny flash of light across the room suddenly caught Trigger’s attention. The Titan turned, expecting 

 attack, but instead he saw a small light moving across the wall. He stared at the light as it lazily traveled 

 the equator of the room before disappearing into darkness. A second light suddenly appeared on the 

 wall, not far from the Titan, and made a similar path across the room before once again disappearing. 

 Then a third light appeared. Then a fourth. And then a fifth. The lights all made their way to a similar spot 

 on the opposite wall before disappearing into darkness. More and more lights appeared and 

 disappeared, arcing across the walls, ceiling, and the floor beneath him. It was like he was standing in a 

 swarm of lightning bugs. 

 As the number of lights kept increasing, Trigger turned slowly, taking in the bizarre light show. He could 

 see now in the illumination that the lights were disappearing into another small tunnel, similar to the 

 crawlspace he entered through. 

 The Titan knew what the light was. It was latent Ley Energy. Ley Energy was what kept the Light Fae alive, 

 and Dark Fae, like the Cold Ones, survived by feeding off of Ley Energy. The purest form of Ley Energy 

 ran through supercharged cords running underneath the crust of the Earth called Ley Lines; however, this 

 form of Ley Energy was too pure for consumption by the Dark Fae, who’s parasitic dependence on the 

 energy had set them at odds with the Academy in the first place. When the Light Fae escaped to the 

 Bliss, the Dark Fae sought Ley Energy in other places, and they found it in humans. Humans had tiny, 

 latent traces of Ley Energy within them, and so the Dark Fae took to feeding off of humans. Humans had 

 a lot less Ley Energy than Light Fae, however, so the average Dark Fae had to feed off of more humans, 

 and that left a trail of bodies. It was at this time that the Academy was formed by allies of the Light Fae to 

 protect humans from the starving Dark Fae. The number of Dark Fae around the world rapidly declined 

 due to starvation and extermination by the Academy until Academy officials began pushing for the 

 capture rather than the killing of Cold Ones and other Dark Fae. In Trigger’s opinion, the policy was 

 stupid. The Titans were hunters, and the Dark Fae were predators to the natural order of things. They 

 killed with impunity, and so they should be killed with impunity. 



 No mercy shown, no mercy given.  The Titan thought to himself. 

 Trigger brought his attention back to the problem at hand. Somehow, someone or something in the nest 

 was pulling latent Ley Energy from the Earth itself. Ley Energy existed in small amounts in everything: 

 animals, plants, soil, and even rocks. Trigger had never heard of anything being able to pull that latent 

 energy out into the opening though. He had to find out what was going on here. 

 Trigger took a step towards the exit tunnel, and his foot plunged through the floor of the nest. The Titan 

 dropped his flare in surprise as his leg slipped through the stringy webbing and jelly-like goo. Trigger 

 scrambled for a handhold, but it was too late, and he dropped into a pitch-black, freezing-cold pool of an 

 oily fluid. 

 Trigger choked, struggling for air as his head went under. The pool was shallow, and he could feel the 

 bottom beneath his feet. Trigger pushed off hard and immediately crashed into a sloped wall. He was in 

 some kind of round chamber that was entirely flooded. Trigger saw the red light from the flare streaming 

 through the oil above, and desperately swam towards it. The liquid fought against his every movement, 

 sticking to him and pulling at him with each stroke. It felt like he had been caught in a giant rat trap. 

 As Trigger reached the hole, he collided with a thick, rubbery skin that had formed over the top of the 

 fluid, sealing him underneath. Trigger’s lungs burned. He pushed and pulled at the slick material, but it 

 resisted his efforts to break through. Whatever the film was, it was resistant to his efforts to break through. 

 Desperately, Trigger reached into his jacket, digging around for his knife. He would cut his way out if he 

 had to. 

 Trigger’s heart was pounding in his chest like an ever-quickening drum beat. He could feel his fingers 

 growing numb, but it wasn’t just the cold temperature of the pool causing the chill. His shoulder was 

 freezing too. 

 At last, Trigger’s fingers found the knife. The Titan blindly slashed it through the oil above him, praying 

 that it would be enough. 

 With one last strong kick of his legs, Trigger’s head burst out into open air. The Titan gasped for air, 

 inhaling deeply to fill his parched lungs. The musty, underground air, which had seemed so 

 claustrophobic before, now seemed like a breath of fresh air. Trigger lay, half-submerged in the oil, and 

 caught his breath. He could feel his heartbeat slowing to normal. It was then, in that moment of relief, 

 that Trigger felt a hand close around his ankle. 

 Trigger instinctively kicked out as his adrenaline surged, and he felt his foot collide with something 

 beneath him. The Titan thrashed in the oil, struggling to pull himself out of the pond, but the thing’s grip 

 was too tight. Trigger felt the strain on his leg increasing as whatever was holding onto him began to pull. 



 The Titan forced his fingers through the braided floor of the cavern, struggling to give himself a firm 

 enough handhold to prevent slipping back into the oil. He wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer. 

 Trigger’s eyes settled on the flare he had dropped. It was just in reach, and still burning brightly in the 

 darkness. The Titan knew he had just one chance to save himself. Taking a deep breath, Trigger released 

 his grip on the webbing and was immediately pulled downward. With one outstretched hand, the Titan 

 managed to snag the end of the flare, bringing it along for the ride. 

 Trigger was prepared for the freezing cold this time as he was submerged in the oil, and he had enough 

 air in his lungs to last for a while with no problem. The Titan felt the hand release from his ankle and a 

 light current as the thing released him and swam away. Holding the flare in one hand and the knife in the 

 other, Trigger searched the darkness, waiting. He was sure that the creature would circle around to attack 

 again. Although the flare still glowed under the surface, the fluid was so viscous that the Titan could only 

 see a few inches in front of him. 

 Why would it swim away?  Trigger wondered to himself.  Unless…  Madge’s charging bull metaphor came 

 swimming back into his mind. 

 Trigger stayed completely still, as if paralyzed. The inky oil was calm, sitting heavy and unmoving in the 

 pool. Trigger waited, stoic, until he felt a tiny current, a tiny ripple in the oil. Trigger turned, just as a 

 deformed creature slammed into him. Trigger grabbed the creature, holding it away from his body as it 

 snapped at him with partially formed teeth. Its skin was waxy and white, but absent of the ritualistic 

 tattoos that it would earn at the end of its growth phase. Its hands and feet were webbed and seemed 

 out of proportion to its small but muscular body. These traits would fade as the creature developed 

 further. After all, this was just a juvenile Cold One, and Trigger was currently swimming in several hundred 

 gallons of amniotic fluid. 

 The juvenile Cold One seemed to realize that its snapping was ineffective and pulled away from the Titan, 

 disappearing into the darkness. Trigger froze once more, waiting for the tell-tale current to return. A 

 moment later, the juvenile came hurtling towards Trigger, but this time the Titan was ready. Trigger 

 slammed the flare directly into the creature’s eye as soon as it came within range. The juvenile rolled in 

 the water, letting out a screech so terrible that the thick oil was unable to muffle it. Trigger knew that the 

 creature's insides were sizzling. Its primitive brain was being cooked. Trigger began to stab the creature 

 with his dagger, over and over and over again. Its body was torn apart, and blacker ink darkened the 

 black oil. At last, the creature’s howl shut out, and its thrashing body went still. 

 Trigger climbed out of the oil and did his best to clean out his eyes. He spent several minutes retching 

 out the fluid he had swallowed or inhaled on accident. 



 The pinpricks of Ley Light were still flowing freely out of the cavern. After catching his breath, Trigger 

 began to walk towards the exit tunnel, this time carefully watching his every step to avoid falling. The 

 Titan followed the beads of light down the tunnel; the lights seemed to be moving just under the 

 gelatinous substance coating the walls. It gave the light a frosted look, as if he was looking at it through a 

 frozen-over window. 

 It wasn’t long before Trigger came out into an even larger cavern; however, portions of this area were 

 man-made. He could see a station platform and an old subway car both jutting out of the same gummy 

 black webbing which covered the walls and floor of the previous room. The ceiling disappeared into 

 darkness, too high up to see. The other side of the room, across from the station and train car, had clearly 

 been excavated out of solid stone. 

 The beads of light were meandering towards something on the other side of the room; something that 

 made Trigger’s heart sink into his stomach. 

 An enormous Cold Queen crouched on the cavern floor, facing away from him. He had seen sketches of 

 the creature before in Madge’s old books. The creature’s lower half was a mix between a spider and a 

 crab. It had six, long black legs that ended in pincers. The legs were armored with a hard chitin, pitch 

 black and glossy enough to reflect light. The Cold Queen’s upper half was that of a strikingly beautiful 

 woman, its skin a blank white. It was bald, just like its spawn, but it had four long tentacles sprouting from 

 its back. Trigger could see a long, snakelike tattoo twisting around the creature’s human torso. Unlike the 

 black ink used by its children, the Cold Queen’s tattoo was a deep crimson. 

 The creature was staring into a wide beam of energy which cleanly cut through the room and walls. 

 Trigger recognized it immediately as a Ley Line. Somehow, the Cold Queen and its brood had exposed a 

 Ley Line, and as the Titan watched, he realized that the Cold Queen was feeding off of the energy. All 

 four of the Cold Queen’s tentacles were connected to the beam of light, and streams of energy were 

 flowing freely into the creature’s body. 

 “No, no, no…” Trigger breathed in horror. Dark Fae should not have been able to feed off of Ley Lines 

 because the Ley Energy contained within was too pure. And it wasn’t just the Dark Fae, even humans 

 weren’t pure enough. A Ley Line could be contaminated if a human came into contact with it. 

 “Well, that’s not good.” Madge said from the tunnel behind him. Trigger didn’t even turn to look at her. 

 “How is this possible?” the Titan asked. “This shouldn’t be possible.” 

 “I did not teach you to question the possibility or impossibility of something that you’re seeing with your 

 own two eyes,” Madge admonished. “I taught you to take action. I taught you to do what was right.” 



 “The only thing I learned from you,” Trigger said evenly, “Was to kill every Dark Fae on sight.” Madge 

 didn’t answer. After a moment of silence, Trigger realized that she had gone once more. 

 The Titan took a step further into the room. Whatever the Cold Queen’s ritual was, he had to end it here 

 and now. He could not imagine the consequences that direct Ley Line feeding would have on the Light 

 Fae; the Ley Lines were what kept Bliss intact. 

 Steeling himself, Trigger began to walk towards the Cold Queen and the Ley Line. 

 No mercy shown, no mercy given. 

 He would not spare the Dark Fae. 

 No mercy shown, no mercy given. 

 They had not spared their victims. 

 No mercy shown, no mercy given. 

 They had not spared Madge. 

 Trigger’s vision burned red as he began to run towards the Cold Queen. He felt tears glistening in his 

 eyes, but he blinked them away. He drew his whip, and cracked it backwards. The sound echoed 

 throughout the cavern, but the Cold Queen did not react to the sound. Trigger guessed that the Ley 

 Energy had put it in some kind of trance. As the Titan flicked the whip forward, tiny flames burst up along 

 the cord. 

 The whip slashed down on the Cold Queen’s back… and bounced harmlessly off. Trigger came to a halt, 

 staring. The licks of fire around the whip sputtered out. The whip could cut through anything. He had 

 seen it cut through stone. He had seen it cut through Cold Ones. He had seen it cut through people. 

 Trigger stared up at the Cold Queen. There was a dancing white light on its skin. The absorbed Ley 

 Energy was forming some kind of protective barrier around it. 

 The Titan knew what he had to do: he had to disrupt the Cold Queen’s connection with the pure Ley 

 Energy. He had to contaminate the Ley Energy to break the barrier. 

 Trigger charged around the dormant creature and towards the wall of energy it fed off of. Trigger closed 

 his eyes, took a deep breath, and threw himself into the light. 

 White. Blinding white. Even with his eyes clenched shut, the Ley Energy was searing pure white light into 

 his brain. His skin burned. It felt like he was moving at a million miles an hour, and he could feel things 

 flying by him in the whiteness. The chime of a bell. A child laughing. A long, reverberating drum beat. 



 And screaming. Trigger could hear screaming, but he wasn’t sure if it was coming from him or someone 

 else. Trigger had never asked Madge what would happen if a human was completely submerged in Ley 

 Energy, but he wasn’t keen on finding out either. The Titan cracked his whip back and cast it out from his 

 body. He felt it catch around something and pulled hard, tugging himself out of Ley Line and back into 

 the cavern. 

 Trigger crashed down hard on the ground, but the jelly-like flooring cushioned his fall. His skin was 

 steaming and inflamed, and sweat glistened on his brow. As the Titan stumbled to his feet, he heard a 

 long, low growl. Looking up, Trigger saw that the end of his whip was wrapped tightly around the neck of 

 the Cold Queen. When he had cast out the cord, it had caught around the creature’s neck. Clearly, the 

 connection between the Cold Queen and the Ley Line had been severed, and the creature had awoken 

 from its strange trance. Throughout the room, the pinpricks of light were quickly fading from the walls and 

 floor, but the Ley Line continued to illuminate the entire room. 

 Trigger looked up and stared confidently into the eyes of the Cold Queen. He stared into that same 

 vortex of color, and for a moment, he was caught off guard. The creature’s face was so human, despite its 

 grotesque deformities. And her eyes… those strange, strange eyes… looked sad. The hand that Trigger 

 held the whip in began to shake, slowly at first, than harder 

 No mercy shown, no mercy given. 

 Trigger tore his gaze away from the creature’s eyes. Now was not the time for second thoughts. Every 

 single Dark Fae needed to die. Flicking his wrist, the tiny flames lit up once more along the whip’s edge. 

 The Cold Queen howled as the edge of the whip seared into its neck, but the screech cut off as Trigger 

 severed the creature’s head with a single pull on the whip. With a wet, resounding thud, the Cold Queen’s 

 head dropped to the floor of the nest, quickly followed by the rest of its body. 

 The creature’s corpse seemed hollow, empty almost. Its limbs were tangled around its body in a jumbled 

 mess, and a dark, runny ichor was draining from the stump of the Cold Queen’s neck. The flames from the 

 whip’s cord had ignited the creature’s carcass, which was consumed by fire as Trigger watched. He half 

 expected the creature to burst back to life, ready to attack once more, but it was dead. Trigger’s shoulder 

 told him that much; it had returned to its regular body temperature. 

 Trigger waited until all that was left of the Cold Queen was a pile of ash, before he turned and made his 

 way across the cavern towards the exit. Without its queen, the nest was dead. It wouldn’t be a threat any 

 more. 

 Just as Trigger reached the tunnel, he heard voices from within. He paused, surprised, and in that 

 moment a long cord came flying out of the tunnel and wrapped itself around his left leg. Trigger yelped in 



 surprise as the cord was pulled taut, yanking the Titan off his feet. He stared, his face incredulous, as four 

 Titans made their way out of the tunnel. 

 Trigger quickly reached for his knife to cut himself loose, but it was too late. The three other Titans cast 

 their own whips in unison, ensnaring Trigger’s other limbs. The Titans quickly spread themselves 

 throughout the room to keep Trigger spread-eagled on the floor. Trigger craned his neck to look down 

 the tunnel as a fifth individual emerged from within. 

 “Hello, boy,” the Constable said, his voice just as high-pitched and reedy as it had been the last time 

 Trigger had spoken to him. 

 In an instant, Trigger found himself back at the Academy. His first day there… the day his parents had 

 been slaughtered. Madge had presented him to the Academy’s board, pushing for him to be accepted so 

 she could take him on as a student. 

 “This… boy. There’s something wrong with him.” the Constable had said, pulling at his shirt’s collar to try 

 to loosen it from his flabby neck. “If you’re not careful, Madge, he’ll be the death of you.” 

 “It is my choice to train him,” Madge had said. “If that is my fate, so be it.” 

 Trigger wrenched himself back to the present. Daydreaming about times long gone would not help him 

 now. 

 “Let me go,” Trigger growled, struggling to tear his arms from the whips. The Constable was grinning, his 

 face a picturesque illustration of childish, greedy delight. Beads of sweat dripped down from his brow, 

 and his face was red and blotchy from exertion. Trigger doubted that the man had recently done any hard 

 physical labor, just getting this far into the nest had made the Constable exhausted 

 “I will never, ever let you go,” the Constable said. Although his smile never faded, the bureaucrat's voice 

 had hardened. He gestured to the four Titans restraining Trigger. “I would recommend you stop 

 struggling now, or else I’ll instruct these four lovely gentlemen to ignite their whips. You’ve got four limbs, 

 and I think we’ve got plenty of time left for you to decide to cooperate.” 

 Trigger stopped struggling, biting back a retort. He knew that the Constable had the upper hand, and the 

 Titan couldn’t risk losing his own hands to insubordination. 

 “Good,” the Constable said. He took a few wobbly steps into the cavern towards Trigger and withdrew an 

 official-looking letter. Carefully tearing it open, the Constable squinted his beady eyes and began to read. 

 “This warrant calls for the arrest of one Tristan “Trigger” Belator, for operating as a rogue Titan outside of 

 the Academy. Once in custody, Mr. Belator will be put on trial in the Academy Centrum. Regardless of 

 verdict, he will then be escorted to the Bliss for further investigation by the Light Magistrate due to his 



 declaration of war upon the Light Fae via contamination of the Ley Lines. Use any and all force necessary 

 to subdue and return Mr. Belator to the Academy.” 

 The Constable lowered the paper and looked down at Trigger, his chins quivering. 

 “You know, Madge would never listen to me when I warned her about you. I told her you were 

 dangerous. I really wish she listened.” 

 “Don’t even say her name, you pig.” Trigger snarled. The Constable’s smile never even faltered. 

 “Save it, boy,” he gloated. “You’ve dished out your own, misconstrued form of punishment for long 

 enough. It’s time for you to get a taste of real Academy justice.” 



 T  aking care to be gentle, Héloïse 

 Arnault places a palm on either side of 

 the man’s face. His cheeks are warm, and 

 there’s a light stubble there that she 

 finds pleasing to the touch. This one is 

 handsome, she thinks. She lets her 

 hands linger for a moment before she 

 makes her move. Then she takes a sharp 

 inhale, clicks her tongue, and watches 

 the man begin to fold. 

 His legs bend the wrong way at the 

 knee, grinding bones into dust. Blood 

 spurts out, painting red across the 

 yellow floral pattern of Héloïse’s 

 dress. Like clothing into a suitcase, 

 the man’s body neatly packs up into 

 his skull. When the last of his face has slithered behind gleaming white teeth, she is left with only his 

 skull in her hands. With the man’s soul contained inside, the skull becomes luminescent. She tucks the 

 glowing bones under her arm, turns on her heel, and strides into the darkness, starting down the alley 

 that leads toward home. 

 # 

 Light filters in the open doorway, catching on the dust in the air as the morning’s first customers step over 

 the threshold into Arnault’s Antiques. Héloïse flicks her gaze up as the door creaks to a close behind 

 them. There’s a disinterested man in a brown jacket, and a young girl holding her mother’s hand. Héloïse 

 loves it when people bring their children antique-shopping. Arnault’s maintains a firm “you break, you 

 buy” policy, and Héloïse has painstakingly arranged her idiosyncratic merchandise so that almost 

 everything fragile is precariously balanced on the bottom shelves. Perfectly within reach of grubby fingers. 

 Unfortunately, this child’s first few moments perusing the shelves are calm and catastrophe-free. Héloïse 

 considers offering the kid a lollipop—a quick burst of sugar could get some destructive energy 

 surging—but decides against it, looking back down at the thrashed paperback she’s half-heartedly 

 concealing underneath the register. The kid seems to really be respectful. Irksome. 



 After a few moments of wandering, the mother thanks Héloïse and leaves with her obnoxiously quiet kid 

 in tow. They didn’t buy anything, but that’s fine. Héloïse had them pegged as browsers when they walked 

 in, and she figures she’ll be running out of uses for money soon, anyway. She can’t tell where the man 

 went, but she doesn’t care enough to get up and check for him among the shelves. She can always size 

 him up on his way out; he might be the right build for— 

 “Excuse me?” 

 She whips around. Apparently, he’s made his way to the back shelves. She can’t make out where he’s 

 looking, but he’s standing close to the shelf with the skull on it. Not the one from the man she’d harvested 

 last night, but  the  skull. The one Death had given  her. For a moment, she is mortified that this man knows, 

 that he’s found her out, that all her efforts will have been for nothing. 

 But no, he’s not looking at the skull. There’s a painting near it, one of the nicest antiques in Héloïse’s 

 collection. An ornate, hand-carved frame encapsulates a swirling mass of oranges and purples. Under 

 close scrutiny, she thinks those swirls are supposed to coalesce into a sunrise, but she’s never quite 

 been able to see it. She can’t remember who the artist was supposed to be, either. 

 “How much for this piece?” the man asks. “I can’t seem to find the price.” 

 “Not really for sale,” she responds. “But I could make an exception. It would be very expensive.” 

 “It’s exquisite,” he says after a pause. “I can pay. I’m a huge fan of the artist’s other work.” 

 Damn it. She really can’t remember who painted this thing. Or how much it should cost. It  is  nice, but  she 

 can’t remember how nice it is. She wants to gouge this man for all he’s worth, but she can’t tell how rich 

 he is. His clothes don’t speak to any great wealth. 

 “In cash?” she stalls. 

 He pauses, scratches at his chin. With his other hand, he fiddles around in his pocket. She can’t tell if he’s 

 looking for something or just restless. Finally, he responds: “I could do cash. Depending on the price, I 

 might not be able to have it all by today.” 

 “Then come back this Friday.” 

 “No sooner?” 

 She decides to be honest. “It’s been a while since I’ve had it appraised. Leave me your number, and I’ll let 

 you know my starting price.” 



 “Thank you, Ms. Arnault. I’ll return this Friday.” 

 # 

 The skull—  the  skull—has not been touched in many years.  DISPLAY ONLY: DO NOT TOUCH, the tiny 

 plaque proclaims. Héloïse is cleaning, nudging the feathers of her duster around the shelf, careful not to 

 let them brush against the bone. For what it might be worth, she is sorry for her part in this arrangement. 

 “Sorry” won’t free any of the souls she has locked behind the thing’s hideous blackened teeth, of course, 

 but she feels sorry nonetheless. 

 Héloïse can remember. Their voice. They had stood—well, not really, because They don’t really 

 stand—right before the painting, facing where she is dusting now. 

 “I am conjuring a vessel,” They had said. “It will lie here, among your trinkets.” She nodded. 

 “The vessel will be a skull, because I have a fondness for them.” She was quiet. “You are to enclose within 

 the skull no less than two dozen human souls. It is preferable that they are male.” 

 She nodded once more. 

 “Do not touch the skull. Do not allow it into contact with your skin, and do not allow it into contact with 

 anything that you are holding or wearing.” 

 Again, frantic nodding. Anything to rid the antique store of the chill. “You may refer to it as the Soul Skull, 

 should you please.” 

 And then They vanished. Most of the time, she tries not to think about its odious presence, but when she 

 does, it certainly doesn’t please her to “refer to it as the Soul Skull.” She doesn’t care to do much at all of 

 what They recommend; she will do only what she has been contractually obligated to do. 

 The last of the dust and the cobwebs have been cleared from the surrounding shelf, so she moves her 

 housekeeping efforts away from the graying skull. She knows that it will gleam white once more, that 

 Death will come to collect Their dues. It is her greatest hope and her biggest fear, and it is utterly 

 inevitable. But for now, the skull just sits on the shelf, it gathers its grime, and it waits. 

 # 

 This man is drunk, his eyes half-lidded. 

 “Alright, lady… mmmmm… when are we gonna… get this thing  started?  ” 



 Héloïse doesn’t dally with this one. She claps her hands down onto his face and clicks her tongue. He 

 folds like all the others, crunching into a pulpy mess before receding into a glowing white skull. 

 She starts back toward Arnault’s so she can transfer the soul between skulls. Maybe she’ll still be able to 

 get some sleep tonight. She has barely reached the end of the alley when she hears a soft click on the 

 cobbles behind her. She withdraws into the shadows, stuffing the skull under her shirt to stifle its soft 

 glow. She can feel her heart pound, each beat pressing her skin up against the smooth back of the skull. 

 A shrouded silhouette enters the alley and crouches where Héloïse and the man had stood moments 

 before. The figure lingers there for a long time, staring at the ground. The blood, she realizes. It must be 

 looking at the blood. Damn it. When Death had given her these powers, she supposes. They hadn’t 

 considered the messy implications of soul harvesting. Too caught up on aesthetics to prioritize Héloïse’s 

 safety from the law. Still, it’s her own damn fault. She never cleans up the blood. 

 The figure stands up. They turn in a calculated circle, gazing down both ends of the alley. Héloïse can’t 

 make out their face, but they must have looked directly where she’s kneeling. Trust in the shadows, she 

 thinks. The shadows will hide her. She will make it out of this. 

 Her trust pays off. After two slow swivels, the figure strolls out of the alley in the direction from which they 

 had come. 

 # 

 The bell rings, and the man from yesterday walks into the store. Héloïse only looks up for a second. “It’s 

 not Friday yet,” she says. 

 He jerks his head up from the shelf he was examining. “I… I know,” he says. “I was returning to… revisit 

 the piece. First impressions aren’t always reliable.” 

 “You are having second thoughts about the purchase?” 

 “Not yet,” he says. He’s wandering through the shelves, staring intently at various bits of merchandise. 

 Clocks. Shot glasses. Outdated political memorabilia. A vase from Héloïse’s mother’s house. A Garfield 

 phone. Crystals—some real, some fake. Everything is useless, appealing only for novelty or curiosity. 

 Héloïse used to think of herself as some sort of anthropologist, collecting relics of times and people long 

 dead. Now, she wishes she could rinse her hands of this place. She’s had enough death for a lifetime. 

 He continues. “But I want to be certain. I shouldn’t act rashly.” 

 “Are you implying that the painting is a fraud?” 



 “No! No, no, not the painting, no.” 

 “Then you are looking for what, exactly?” She looks up from her reading to watch his perusal 

 “It’s like I said. I just want to be certain.” 

 “Certain of what? That you like it?” 

 “Yes! I don’t want to buy on impulse alone.” He pauses next to a bookshelf where dusty tomes sit 

 alongside newer paperbacks. He resumes his browsing, seemingly aimless. 

 “But you aren’t looking at the painting.” 

 “I—” he stops. “I have all day. I didn’t get a very good look at the rest of your wares yesterday. I’ll circle 

 back to the painting at the end.” 

 “Fair enough,” she says. “Tell me if anything strikes you. I am more than happy to sell.” 

 “I will, I will. Although, tell me, Ms. Arnault: Do you always interrogate your patrons like this?” 

 His stare is intense. His eyes are brown. And very intelligent. She decides to laugh at the question. “No, 

 Monsieur. Only the ones who may soon be paying me large amounts of money.” 

 His face twitches, but he doesn’t quite smile. His inspection resumes in the corner where she keeps 

 dresses. Héloïse directs her eyes back down to her novel, but she isn’t reading anymore. She keeps the 

 man in her peripheral vision, taking note of his behavior. 

 He’s pedantic in a way she had not noticed before, giving his undivided attention equally to each trinket 

 or knick-knack. After every shelf or so, he turns his back to her, his hands out of sight. A shoplifter, 

 perhaps? But no, that doesn’t quite fit. She’s seen his face, and he’s made far too strong an impression. 

 Thieves don’t want to run the risk of recognition. 

 Even if he isn’t planning on stealing, she can still treat him like a thief; there’s a few carefully-positioned 

 mirrors by the snowglobe section that she uses to watch suspicious shoppers from the comfort of her cash 

 register. Once he finishes looking over the next few antiques, she should be able to see— 



 There. He shifts his weight, turning his back to her. His hands are reflected in the mirror as they slide into 

 his jacket pocket and extract a plastic bag and a pair of tweezers. He plucks something—a hair, 

 maybe—from the snowglobe shelf and slips it into the bag. The sealed bag and tweezers disappear back 

 into the pocket, and a tiny notebook comes out. With some quick scratches of a golf pencil, he jots 

 something down. The notebook and pencil vanish into the pocket as well, the process having taken thirty 

 seconds. 

 Héloïse hurriedly turns her eyes back down to the book. Sweat is sliding down her back. The man knows 

 something, after all. He knows.  He knows  . And now  he’s walking toward the painting like he said he 

 would, but the painting is next to the skull,  the  skull, and if he knows what she’s done, then he could ruin 

 everything, ruin her. 

 She needs to do something. She jolts up from her stool by the cash register, knocking her paperback to 

 the floor. Wiping her palms on the fabric of her jeans—sweaty palms interrupt the Death energy—she 

 sidles between racks of antiques toward the man. He’s stopped directly in front of the skull, reading the 

 DISPLAY ONLY sign. She raises her hands and advances, preparing to clamp onto his unsuspecting 

 head. 

 “Is it real?” he asks, without turning around. 

 Héloïse can’t figure out what he’s playing at. If he knows what she has done, then it doesn’t make sense 

 for him to waste time with questions like this. 

 “Pardon?” 

 “The skull. Plastic? Or is it real?” 

 He must not know. He may have his suspicions, but he does not yet know for certain. 

 Héloïse exhales an inaudible sigh of relief. 

 “The skull is not for sale. No exceptions.” 

 “Oh, no. I wouldn’t want to buy it. I just want to know if it’s real.” 

 She doesn’t know the answer. Death had conjured the skull. It almost certainly isn’t plastic, but she 

 doesn’t know if They had taken it from a real human in Their domain. “Fake,” she says. “The skull is fake.” 

 “Then why can’t I touch it?” 



 She shrugs. “That is what I have been instructed to tell you.” 

 “Whose instructions?” 

 “Those of its owner.” She pauses, then repeats: “The skull is not for sale.” 

 He stares at her as if he is trying to peer deep into her soul. He must not find anything, because after a 

 moment, he nods and turns to the painting instead. Perhaps he can find what he’s looking for in those 

 endless orange and purple whorls. 

 # 

 Héloïse does not go out for a harvest tonight. She’s paranoid about being followed. She sits on the 

 floor across from the painting, staring at the spots where bright colors melt into darkness. No matter 

 how brilliant or varied the hues, they always eventually swirl their way into that all-consuming purple. So 

 dark it’s almost black. 

 She thinks she’ll charge a few thousand for it. By now, she’s almost certain that the man has no 

 intention of buying the art, but she’ll keep up this little charade as long as he does. She needs to 

 formulate some sort of plan. The carelessness with which she’s operated so far will not be acceptable 

 moving forward. 

 After a few moments, her scheming gives way to sleep. She dreams of Death, painted in shades of 

 lover’s-eyes blue and car-accident orange. 

 # 

 There is a slamming at the door. It rattles on its hinges. Héloïse is groggy, but she pulls herself up from 

 the floor, massaging her sore joints. The door continues to slam. 

 “A moment, please!” 

 Still feeling the effects of having slept on the floor, she walks over to the door and opens it. Her mistake is 

 clear at once. Standing on her step is the prospective painting purchaser. And he’s holding out a badge. 

 “Héloïse Arnault, we need to talk.” Damn it. 

 “Oh?” She’s stalling, desperately trying to think of a way out of this. 

 “If you would just come with me, I’m sure we can sort this out.” 



 Wait. He’s stalling too. Why? 

 “No, we can’t sort out a price for this painting outside. You should come in.” 

 “Arnault, I have every reason to expect your involvement in more than one missing persons case over the 

 last year.” 

 There. He said “I,” not “we.” Sure enough, when she flits her eyes down, she doesn’t see a weapon on 

 him, and she’s pretty sure that his badge is fake. He’s trying to intimidate her. She’s not going to let it 

 work. 

 “If you are not interested in buying my painting, I am not interested in talking to you.” She turns on her 

 heel and marches into Arnault’s. Her gamble pays off. He follows at a brisk pace, but makes no move to 

 arrest her. A private investigator, then. 

 “Please go away now, monsieur,” she says over her shoulder. “Or I will force you off the property.” 

 She’ll have to steal his soul. It will make a mess in the middle of her store, but she can’t think of anything 

 else. He just needs to come a little bit closer, and— 

 The investigator grabs her shoulder. That’s all she needs. Héloïse pivots and surges into him, palms 

 raised. He is not expecting the impact, and he stumbles backward. His foot lands on a snowglobe, slips, 

 and shoots forward. His arms flail, smacking merchandise off of shelves. An old paperweight soars 

 through the air and smashes into a grandfather clock. He is falling, falling, slamming his back into a wall. 

 The shelf above him shudders. With a groan, the nails holding it in place tear at the wood, sending 

 splinters flying. The shelf falls, toppling the skull into the investigator’s lap. 

 The bone glows white through the grime, flooding the store in an unnaturally bright light. 

 Then, Arnault’s burns. 

 # 

 Héloïse knows that she is going to die. She has always known. She had hoped otherwise, but she always 

 knew the truth. And it will not be long now. Without yet having opened her eyes, she knows that her arms 



 and legs will be covered in a blackened crust. She’s breathing heavily, or trying to—there isn’t much 

 oxygen left, and she’s only getting air in short, shallow gasps. 

 She presses her hand against the charred floorboard and painstakingly pushes herself to her feet. The 

 effort tears some skin off her hand, but she’s able to achieve a temporary balance. 

 Next, she tries to open her eyes, blinking away the sting of smoky tears. She surveys the carnage. Most 

 of Arnault’s is smoldering. Some smaller fires are still burning bright here and there, lapping up piles of 

 junk. All of it was once precious to Héloïse. But that was long ago. 

 Now it burns. 

 Cutting through the hazy air is the soft gleam of the skull. It glows still, perched upon the 

 unrecognizable husk of the investigator. The murky air makes it seem as if the skull is moving, gently 

 bobbing up and down. As if it were floating atop a lake. Héloïse hobbles closer, and she realizes with a 

 start that it  is  moving. The investigator is somehow  still alive, and his final breaths are pushing the skull 

 up and down. 

 “I would accept him.” 

 Death is by her side, stooped over the soon-to-be corpse of the investigator. She’s sure that They hadn’t 

 been there before, but there They stand now. 

 “Our contract is not yet fulfilled. Should you offer me this soul, I would accept it.” She stares at 

 Them. 

 “He will be claimed regardless of what you choose. I thought only to give you an opportunity 

 for release.” 

 “Re…release?” It takes an effort to choke the words out of her sandpaper throat, and when she 

 does, her voice comes out in a hoarse croak. 

 “I would consider this soul a fulfillment of our contract. Offer me this soul, and you will be released. I will 

 not claim you today.” 

 “But…the pain. I’m dying. I can feel it.” “I will not claim you today.” 

 There is an opportunity to survive. To live through this. To sell antiques for years to come without having 

 to stake out bars for hapless victims-to-be. To be free. 



 She is shaken from her fantasy by the raspy rattle of the investigator’s breathing. She looks down at him, 

 at his mangled face. At bubbling skin and at gleaming white bone. And she knows. 

 “No,” she says. 

 Death shows no surprise. No anger at being defied. “He’s innocent. Claim me today, but spare him.” 

 “Many before him have been innocents.” 

 “I don’t care. I’ve had enough. My soul can fulfill the damned contract, and you will prolong this man’s 

 life.” 

 “I accept this.” 

 She feels Their hands on her face, though she did not see Them move, and she feels a warm buzzing 

 sensation spread through her cheeks. And then she understands—at last truly understands—the pain that 

 she has caused. Her body tucks itself up. She can hear soft hisses as the burning antiques instantly 

 evaporate small splashes of blood. 

 Before her eyes roll back into their sockets, she sees Death loom over the investigator. “Hello,” They 

 say. “Would you care to sign a contract?” 

 No. They were supposed to spare him. Not this. She wants to scream, but her mouth has boiled into 

 froth. She doesn’t hear the investigator’s response, but Death continues. “Excellent. Then let us 

 begin.” 

 After an agonizing moment, Héloïse recedes into her own skull. She hears without ears, Their voice 

 clear and resonant: 

 Come, child. Surely you did not think yourself the end? 



 I can’t sleep at night, so I dig. 

 Tonight, I soundlessly slide open the back 

 door and slip outside, not wanting to wake 

 you from your slumber. The night air coolly 

 kisses my face in greeting. First one cheek 

 and then the other. It must have traveled all 

 the way across the Atlantic tonight. I feel 

 pulled towards the expanse beneath the 

 lemon tree where, forgive me, you spent all 

 that time a few summers back replacing the 

 sod against the fence. It never really took, 

 did it? The sprinklers have completed their 

 cadenced evening dance so the top layer 

 will be moist, pliable. Beneath my naked 

 feet the grass is damp and giving, 

 graciously bowing this way and that to 

 create a path towards my worksite. Just don’t look up, I remind myself silently, the moon watching my 

 every move. 

 # 

 “The moon is haunting me”, I told you one night, peering out from behind the dark curtains in our room. 

 “Huh?” You laughed, “What do you mean?” 

 “I  mean  the moon is haunting me,” I repeated, not  knowing how else to explain it to you. The universe 

 and time were conspiring against me, and every time I couldn’t stop myself from looking up at the night 

 sky, I found myself lost in the void. A dangerous place that many people never find their way back from. I 

 didn’t want to tell you then, how close I felt to becoming part of the void. I didn’t want to scare you like 

 that. 

 When you saw I was serious, your laughter faded. You wrapped me in your arms and pulled me against 

 you, gently closing the curtain in front of us. 

 “I love you,” you said, quietly in the dark. 



 # 

 Tonight, under the ever-watchful moon and her brethren stars, I feel the gaze of their heat despite the 

 distance of many light-years away. The moon pulls at me like the tide, and I grit my teeth, fighting the 

 urge to look up. I finally reach the patch of earth I intend to dig in. Urgently, I drop to my knees and 

 plunge my hands into the cool soil, desperate to sever the connection with the night sky. The instant my 

 hands touch the earth, dirt collects under my fingernails, and the ocean churning inside me grows calmer. 

 # 

 “I think we have gophers!” you said, surprised to find holes in the yard one morning. 

 “What makes you think that?” I knew the heat in my face was translated to a burning bright red, giving 

 everything away. You tilted your head and looked at me in that puzzled, guarded way you’d come to. 

 “Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?” you asked, eyes narrowing. 

 “No, I’m fine,” I said, turning back to the sink before I could see the unconvinced expression I knew you’d 

 be wearing on your face. 

 # 

 Tonight, while I dig, the smell of the lemon tree intertwines with the orange trees and their blossoms, 

 opening up this time of year. A sweet, rather delicate medley of citrus and floral scents the air. We’re on 

 the verge of Spring and the citrus is ripe on the vine. It reminds me of the second year we spent in the 

 house, when we discovered one of the orange trees was special. We hadn’t realized the first year, too 

 consumed with work, kids, and activities, that we had such a treasure trove in our own backyard. 

 How delighted were we to cut open that first orange and discover the ruby hued interior? It felt so exotic 

 and exciting to us then. That was before I quit my job. When we gave up little luxuries like an air 

 conditioner and a bathtub to save up money for our own house. Before our daughter graduated and left 

 for college. Before I spent hours and days and months staring at the white popcorn ceiling in a home, 

 stuck, we’ve both come to hate. 

 # 

 “I don’t know what to do anymore,” I said. For the last few months, I couldn’t focus at work. Even on the 

 most menial tasks. I often found myself irrationally irritated at the tiniest offense. My patience had vacated 

 my body and was nowhere to be found. Every day when I came home, I shut myself away from the world 

 in our room. When health problems began to present themselves, I used those as excuses to stop going 



 out with friends and family. Eventually I stopped answering text messages and phone calls. Taking a 

 shower on the weekends became an unnecessary and exhausting chore. 

 “Do you realize you haven’t come home with one  good  story about work in over a year?” You said, “You 

 have to quit.” 

 “What about saving for a house and contributing to the college fund?” 

 “What good does buying a house do if you’re too miserable to enjoy it?  The rest we’ll figure out,” you 

 responded. 

 Do you regret that decision now? Three years down the bumpy road… 

 # 

 I squeeze my eyes tightly for a moment in an attempt to forget this memory. There are some things I 

 want to remember, I’m trying to remember, and others I don’t. Especially things that fervently launch me 

 into wife and mom guilt. Something, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not emotionally equipped to deal 

 with. I’m relieved when something coils itself around my fingers, bringing me back to the present. In my 

 imagination it’s a small green snake or maybe a friendly earthworm. I gasp in surprise as I pull out of the 

 earth a shining celestial relic, illuminated by the light from the moon. 

 After a closer look, I realize my mistake. It’s an Earthly artifact; an incandescent decoration from the 

 Fourth of July party we had those few summers ago. What would a fellow anthropologist glean from this 

 discovery? For me it brings up a time that feels about as far away as the stars, and a person whose life is 

 unknown to me. I don’t recognize this person whose social calendar was so full, she barely had one 

 weekend day a month with no pre-planned event. This person who loved entertaining in her own right, 

 never missing the opportunity to decorate or plan a menu. I might as well be Dr. Johanson discovering 

 Lucy in Ethiopia for the first time because when I think about this person, this woman, who did all of these 

 things, I feel no connection with her. 

 Suddenly, my hands ache, my heart aches, and I’m overwhelmed with exhaustion. Not the kind that 

 makes it easy to fall asleep, no I’m not lucky enough to ever feel that. The kind that creeps down your 

 throat and settles in your chest, making it difficult to speak. The kind that somehow penetrates your 

 bones and makes it difficult to move, even when you’ve already been lying still for hours. The kind that 

 makes you feel trapped in your body because your mind is forever running, pumping adrenaline into your 

 brain, keeping you awake. 

 I sigh and keep digging, dragging my now leaden arms, not wanting to give up tonight without a fight. 



 The hole has become quite deep by the time my hand strikes something new. It feels cold to the touch, 

 impossibly smooth, and silky in my hands. I’m about to pull it up from the earth when I hear rustling in the 

 yard. I enclose my fist around the new discovery and slowly stand up, my eyes barely visible above the 

 ground. I’m the gopher I’ve convinced you not to kill, leaving our yard filled with holes. 

 My eyes take a moment to adjust before I can make out a mother raccoon and her two babies slipping 

 out from underneath our shed. It rests in the opposite corner of our yard on the raised wood platform you 

 built over uneven ground. Apparently, the space in between makes a perfect home for our furry tenants. 

 It’s a little early for babies of this size, but not unreasonably so, as the weather has been so much warmer 

 in winter over the past few years. I silently watch as the three of them make their way across the lawn, 

 mesmerized by their slow and cautious movements. I stand on my tiptoes to see them better but my feet 

 slip, startling me and causing me to call out in the otherwise quiet night. 

 The mother at once raises on her hind legs and wildly hisses in my direction. 

 “I mean no harm,” I say, whispering across the lawn to her in the dark. She eyes me warily as her babies 

 swiftly move out of the yard, one after the other, under the fence behind her while she resolutely keeps 

 watch. “Good for you Mama,” I say with encouragement, “keep them close and protect them for as long 

 as you can.” 

 Convinced I’m telling the truth or anxious to get to her babies, she deems me no threat and silently drops 

 her arms to the ground. I catch a final glimpse of the white shining orbs of her eyes and face before she 

 turns and follows her babies out of sight. I stand looking at the spot where they disappeared from for a 

 minute, envious, before I realize I’m still holding something in my right hand. I gently bring it up to the 

 surface of the hole, opening my palm up to the wanting moonlight. 

 There lies a small doll from the collection our daughter once had. I smile in remembrance bringing the 

 doll close to my face. If I’m right, they all had their own individual…yes…my nose confirms. The sweet 

 scent of bubblegum invades my sense of smell. I caress the doll for a moment before pulling her back and 

 looking at her. She gazes up at me with big brown eyes, from beneath lengthy painted eyelashes. I 

 smooth her silky blond hair and tenderly brush the dirt from her dress as I once did for our daughter, 

 when she was young enough to play with these toys. 

 I am so proud of her, our daughter, of the woman she’s become. But it's all so bittersweet. 

 # 

 “They don’t prepare you for this,” I said, shortly after she left for college, “this feeling of losing your 

 child.” 



 “But she’s not lost,” you responded in a gentle voice, “we know right where she is.” 

 “I don’t feel like she’s lost,” I tried to explain, “I feel like her childhood is lost. I’ll never get that time with 

 her again; I’m mourning what’s gone.” 

 “I’m sorry honey,” you said, sitting next to me on the bed and taking my hand, “you’re still her mother, 

 she still needs you.” 

 “Yes,” I said, “but not in the same way, never in the same way.” The tears were falling freely from my 

 eyes. There was more, other things to say and feelings that I couldn’t articulate. Like so much else, left 

 unspoken. 

 # 

 Another sigh from deep within my core escapes me. I gingerly place the doll on the lawn and climb back 

 into my hole, feeling the heaviness of loss on top of my growing exhaustion. Losing something is really 

 not fair. On top of missing her constant presence in our lives, I’ve gained those horrible feelings of loss. 

 Like most other things in motherhood, I was completely unprepared for the emotional fallout. Another 

 unfruitful night, time slipping away as it does, I begin to dig faster. Aching to leave those particular 

 feelings behind. 

 For what feels like hours I dig deeper and deeper into the earth. The soil stays rich and moist for a long 

 time. My tunnel is dark and mostly silent with the exception of the unseen creatures I hear burrowing and 

 slithering by occasionally. With all of this time, I can’t help but replay memories from the past and 

 imagine different scenarios. Better choices I could have made, different forks in the road I could have 

 taken. It's hard not to regret my decisions when they’ve all led me here. When the dirt beneath my fingers 

 begins to dry out, I don’t realize it at first, so caught up in my ruminations. The textural shift surprises me 

 and I feel disoriented, confused. If I’ve been digging deep into the earth, why does it feel like I’m 

 reaching the surface of something? What’s now beneath my hands feels different than anything I’ve ever 

 experienced. Similar to dirt, but somehow, I know that it’s not. 

 It feels gravelly at first, with layers upon layers of fine dust in between the foreign rock. My hand emerges 

 from beneath the ground and touches strange air. I feel an alien energy swirling through my body and my 

 heart drops. I just know, I just know where I am. I reluctantly lift myself out of the hole and the fine dust, 

 which I can now see is dark gray and metallic, rushes off me like a waterfall. I feel unsure of my balance, 

 so I test it by taking a step forward, but it feels too unsteady. I pause to survey the multi-hued gray 

 desolation all around me for miles, bathed in the light from Earth. In trying to escape it, I’ve done the 

 opposite, I’ve dug my way to the moon. 



 # 

 “Tell me again, do you believe in God?” I whispered to you in the darkness of our room one night. 

 “Not necessarily,” you responded, hugging your pillow getting ready to drift off to sleep. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean, I don’t know if I believe in God, but I believe that something is out there.” 

 “Like out…where? In Space?” 

 “I don’t know, just out…there… I guess,” you said, rotating your wrist in a twirling motion above your 

 head. 

 “Oh,” I said quietly, “so, what do you think happens when we die?” 

 “I think we go back to the Earth in some way; like our energy is reabsorbed and redistributed,” you said, 

 yawning. 

 To you, it was an insignificant conversation. One I’m sure we’ve had before. You probably thought nothing 

 of it that night, do you even remember? To me at that moment, it meant everything. I laid there silently, 

 listening to your soft snores while contemplating your thoughts. 

 “Then what’s the point?” I said eventually, out loud to no one but myself. 

 # 

 I look out at Earth, where all my people are so far away, then up at space and the infinite stars glowing in 

 the sky. I shiver, though I’m surprisingly not cold. I don’t really feel…anything. Maybe I’m in shock. 

 “Why did you bring me here?” I question calmy, knowing this isn’t an accident but rather a calculated 

 move. If I hadn’t been so wrapped up in my thoughts, if I would have given up for the night and turned 

 back around, would this still have happened? I suppose that line of thinking doesn’t do me any good 

 now. 

 The words of a poem once read abruptly flood my mind. One I had come across on the internet once, 

 while searching for answers in the cosmos. I don’t remember who wrote it, I wasn’t even aware I 

 memorized it, yet preternaturally I can recite it: 



 “She could not make sense of  the things that were meant for her, but she was drawn to it all, and when 

 she was alone, she felt, like the moon: terrified of the sky, but completely in love with the way it held the 

 stars.” 

 “Are you just searching too?” I inquire, “Haunted by the sky as I am by you? Or are you lonely? Where is 

 Selene driving her chariot pulled by the two snow-white horses leading the way?” 

 I listen quietly, but no answers are given. The longer I stay still like this, the more organic it begins to feel 

 that I’m here. I can’t seem to remember why I felt so frightened of this place. I bravely and less awkwardly 

 take a few more steps and look out at the glimmering starscape set above the bleak gray lunar surface 

 molded into mountains and valleys. With such a clear, uninterrupted view of the galaxy, it’s quite beautiful 

 and peaceful to observe. I realize my mind feels at ease here. I feel no pain, numb, but is that really such a 

 bad thing? After feeling so much, it’s a welcome relief. I look at Earth again, but this time it appears so 

 much further away. 

 I begin to feel…lighter. As if my Earthly feelings and emotions were tethering me to the moon, but the 

 more I’m able to let them go, the more weightless I feel. It’s easy to do this with Earth at such a distance, 

 rather than under my feet. I can feel my body slowly drifting upwards. First my toes are lightly dragging 

 on the ground, and then all of a sudden they’re not. Floating like this feels almost… natural. Just let go, 

 it’s as if the universe is saying to me. You can finally be at peace. I want to believe that’s true. I want to 

 drift up towards the stars. Their bright lights are welcoming me with friendly winks. I close my eyes and 

 feel the unfamiliar feeling of a tranquil smile form on my face. 

 I don’t know how long my eyes are closed for when they snap open. I sense an energy shift in the 

 exosphere, and I know I’m no longer alone. I look down, suspended from several feet up and see the 

 mother raccoon crawling out of my hole. I stare into the blackness expecting the emergence of her 

 babies, but they never appear. She shakes her fur off and the fine gray dust flies through air, twinkling in 

 the Earth light. She carefully takes a few steps forward, then stands on her hind legs, sniffing the air. Her 

 movement this time is explorative rather than defensive. She uncurls her tiny black fingers from their 

 palms and holds her splayed hands out in front of her. 

 She stands motionless for a long time, staring out into the cosmic void. I stay frozen too, unsure of what 

 to do or how to do it. Her presence feels…wrong, and the numbness cracks a little. She shouldn’t have 

 followed me through the rabbit hole, and I’m worried about her babies. The feelings that break through 

 are followed by others. They start to weigh me down little by little, until my feet touch the ground, kicking 

 up a small cloud of the fine moon dust before settling. At the sound, she turns to look at me from across 

 the celestial expanse, and for the second time tonight our eyes meet. I see the whole of existence 

 reflected in her small terrestrial eyes, and I know she sees the same in mine. 



 T  he long roads dried and shaded like 

 tumble wheat, stretched far out in the 

 distance in the valleys of the unknown. Not 

 knowing when we were arriving, I closed 

 my eyes, still imagining the drive in my 

 dreams as if I was stuck on this road 

 forever. Dad was banging on the radio to 

 get a signal in the 89 Corolla and clasping 

 my hands to my face in irritation, hoping to 

 get sleep before we unpack the U-Haul 

 hitched in the back of the car. This will be 

 our second time moving, mom, dad, and I; the first time was because mom got hired at a dentistry as a 

 dental assistant that was far away from where we lived, so my dad, willing to make anything possible, 

 packed up our stuff and moved nearby. Luckily, mom was approved to transfer to an office nearby 

 grandma’s house, so we packed up again and left. 

 Since grandpa’s passed away, grandma has lived on her own, refusing to sell the house and told us on the 

 last day we said our goodbyes in the brightly lit hospital room that she will never go to a nursery home, 

 not being able to let go of the house that raised dad, and Uncle Caesar and Uncle Jim. I told Dad to 

 never put grandma in a nursery home and if they did, I would plan an escape route, like a burglar at a 

 bank sneaking in to be in an employee like those action movies and walk away with the money, except it 

 would be walking out with my grandma and driving as far away as we could from that wretched place. 

 Dad chuckled like Santa Claus on a July summer, “No honey, Grandma is not going to a nursery home.” 

 Nothing changed about the house, the mustard yellow stained like dried sunflower petals and the burnt 

 umber roof that chipped from time to time because of random heat waves that sucked the air dry, and 

 the new insulation and gutter system last touched by grandpa. The door had to match the roof. It was 



 grandpas’ style to match colors on different areas of the house, just like the rusty orange plates matching 

 the canopy set placed next to the overgrown orange tree that gives shades for a fiver seater table that 

 beamed like the sunlight. She had wind chimes in every hanging area, there was not a place where you 

 can’t hear one. The long echoes of the aluminum sang in harmoniousness, and the pack of ladybugs and 

 butterflies came from the garden to stop by for a free concert. To enter the grandma's garden, I’d hop 

 from one cobblestone to the other from the backyard as if the dirt was molting lava until I reached the 

 black-corroded gate the size of my hip. I pushed it slowly each time, having a front seat of the live view 

 mother nature has clipped for me. The trees that bear fruit fluffed up like a leafy cotton ball and stood like 

 watch guards on the side, letting the sun in and out from time to time, bordering the other seedlings who 

 were waiting for their season. The garden separates itself into three rows, one for vegetables, the row in 

 the middle for fruits, and the last row was for spices. In the middle of each row, the cobble stones that 

 saved me from the lava, became leaf pads raised above the gravel like a pond, for me, grandpa, and 

 grandma to pick the vibrant mesh of tomatoes, celery, and pumpkin from their stems. Now a faint a 

 dream, what the garden use to be like and grandpa there to help bag the ripeness of each garden on our 

 lily pads, became a graveyard of dried twigs piled along on each row, rotten wood peeling off from their 

 tree barks, and the stoned lily pads, mounded with dirt. The garden wasn’t the same, as if he tied his bags 

 with a stick and placed its life in it; and grandma not the same without him. 

 We unpacked the U-Haul and looked around the neighborhood, the same when I was a little girl, with 

 trucks in the front yard and pastel coated houses; pinks, purples, blues, and with the same neighbors I 

 grew up knowing. They waved hello and bye anytime we drove past them while everyone woke up with 

 the sun to work on yards pulling weeds or washing cars to cool off in the scorching, hot summers. The 

 neighbors were thrilled when they heard dad bought the house next door to grandma; they knew us, and 

 we knew them, and needed a new mechanic on the block, and he couldn’t say no to side jobs to make 

 extra cash or trade with Frankie for something he picked up from a shed he bought at an auction. 

 I went inside, placed my stuff on the creaky wood-stained floors, and ran next door to grandma’s 

 backyard, eager to see her and the garden we took care of together. “Sweety!” she said and rose from 



 the bench that overlooked the dead garden, and us being the leftover essence of vitality, embracing 

 each-others warmth with arms wrapped around each other. I stepped back to look, not one stem, leaf, or 

 falling fruit in sight. The land dried up, the rows were the fruits, vegetables, and spices dug out, and the 

 entire backyard covered in gravel and dirt. “Grandma, what happened to the garden? It’s gone?” She 

 looks up with a blank stare, “I was thinking too much about him. I shoveled up the roots of the sows and 

 stopped watering, plus the sprinklers on the left side of this area stopped working, and I’m getting old. I 

 can’t fix anything, and a lot of work to keep up with the garden anyways.” I look at her hands, seeing the 

 tired effort put forth into the backyard and I look at my hands, ready to be used, to work and shovel new 

 soil into the empty holes, dig new holes, and fix the sprinklers. “I’m going to make you a new garden. I 

 live next door now, and the weather may be hotter, but with new soil and once I fix that sprinkler, the 

 seeds will be fine. We’ll need more water, but we can put the buckets outside to collect the rain and use 

 that.” She doesn’t respond to me but looks at the ground, imagining the same thing. I grabbed her hand 

 to place on mine and gave each other a high five, something she would let me do when she doesn't 

 agree with an idea or a suggestion. She wanted this garden just as bad as I did. We wanted this garden, 

 and I was going to make it happen somehow. 

 A cuckoo clock that hung on the wall when we got here banged the bell, and the repeating “cuckoo” 

 sound vibrated the cedarwood posts of the bed. Shuffling in the dark I pressed the snooze button on my 

 alarm at 6:30 am. I sat up against the edge of my bed and took a deep breath. It was the first day of 

 school. The thought of me having to sit somewhere on a bench by myself, and others around me staring 

 as if I was the outcast, felt like I was going to be the fish out of the water. I got up slowly, tapped the desk 

 lamp, and grabbed my pocket-size notepad into the backpack with a Bic pen, clicking it from time to time 

 to ease some of the rushes. 

 The Bic pen was still in my hand, as I clicked it downstairs and to the kitchen, pouring me a bowl of 

 cereal. I place the pen back in the banana pencil pouch; yellows, and whites; the yellow twirls my 

 eyesight, with viscous liquid, a color that shapes the rafts outline that flipped over, weighing the plastic 

 that didn’t allow air pockets but breathing an infamous amount of water. I don’t remember much of the 



 accident, only a world that went black, a void in a dark hole that couldn’t be understood, letting go of all 

 the memories and names, until I woke up gasping for oxygen underneath a group of doctors and a bright 

 hospital light. I wake up again, to get ready for school as I look at the milk on the table, a resemblance to 

 white river foam that brought chills up my spine. I take my backpack and put it on, the pins on the faded 

 jean backpack with collections of varieties of vegetables with faces,; a smirk, contentment, cheesy, 

 relaxed, and sleepy. 

 The bus dropped us off at the front and again breathed slowly seeing the air turn to mist in the wet cold 

 moisture of the climate. The Bic pen moved closer to the front pocket of the jacket, clicking away in the 

 cracks on the tip where the plastic meets, so when it was thumbed down, the nub popped four seconds 

 back up after letting go. The high school was aged and ragged, the photos Dad shared every Christmas 

 of his wrestling team outside of it nearly looked like the building stood still with time. I grasped the 

 backpack and headed to the office to ask where Room S035 is. I go into the quad and chalk was on the 

 floor, a mosaic art piece of the class years and students who graduated from the class, some of them 

 painted with backdrops of their favorite themed movies, others cartoons mixed with hobbies and video 

 game characters. Taking a left, the office door had its shutter closed and college ruled lined paper as a 

 sign on the office door, ‘OPEN AT  7:30 a.m.’ Clicking and clicking away, noticing a bench across from the 

 office, a pop-up of what I imagined this morning, waiting for this exact moment to happen. There was no 

 choice but to sit alone, assuring the other students not to notice me as I wait for a faculty member to 

 open. Still clicking, a faint tap on the shoulder caught my attention. I turned around thinking it was a 

 falling tree branch, but big wide eyes of curiosity piercing through the large lens of their glasses, staring 

 at the backpack. 

 “I like your pins, is that smiling plum wearing a beret.” 

 I looked at it again, not knowing which one it was, I had produce covering the top half of my backpack 

 and some lost in the bunch, not thinking much of it until she pointed it out. 



 “It is, I forgot that was there. I buy them at Claire’s when I go to the mall. It sort of became my billboard 

 collection.”  Looking at the pins again, ignited small talk to bring up the garden. “I just became a 

 gardener last week. I’m helping take care of a garden. I need seeds but don’t know where to find any yet. 

 My parents are too busy to take me to go buy some.” I took the pin off and handed it to her, separating 

 the rubber clamp from the needlepoint that pinned right through it. 

 “So adorable! Can I have it?” She turned and walked around the bench, facing me, her braces the same 

 color as her shoes, and swings her loosely tied braid to her shoulder. She digs in her pocket, a fist that 

 pulls out and reaches her arm to my hands. “Here you go, I just ate some fruit and saved the seeds. You 

 can replant these, they will grow. I was going to try it out myself. But you’re a gardener now, you need 

 these.” 

 “Uh Yea, Sure. I have so many anyway. I can replace this one with another pin at home. And can I take 

 these? You kept them for yourself. I think you should have them.” Without hesitation, the innate choice to 

 always say yes and give away my pin, in replacement of chewed up seeds, ended with regret, and wish I 

 said no. This was a chance to at least make one friend in this town. 

 “My name is Mia by the way. Here take the seeds.” She raises her hand again and above my palm drops 

 the seeds from the air. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before, are you now?” 

 “I’m Olive. Yea, I’m new. I just moved here about a week ago. I moved from up North to live next to my 

 grandma. She’s all by herself, and didn’t want to move out of the house with us so my dad and mom 

 bought the neighbor’s house and moved next door.” The seeds clutched in my hands and slid into my 

 pocket, zipping them up. 

 “That is so sweet! I wish my grandma was still her, she passed away years ago, I was in 2nd grade and 

 don’t remember much of her. We watch videos of her from time to time but don’t know what it was like to 

 be with her. You're so lucky to still have a grandma.” 



 She rolls her bright red Jansport backpack off her collarbone, unzips the front pocket, and wedges the pin 

 above the stitching of the label. 

 A faculty member walked into the office, removed the tape on the paper, and opened the shades. “The 

 office is open, I got to ask someone where my homeroom is. It was nice meeting you.” As I started 

 walking away from the bench, her velvet pink sneakers squeaked against the misty pavement. 

 “Hey wait, I can show you where the class is. It’s right down this hall. Follow me.” We walk together on 

 our way to the hall and check the pockets one more time to make sure they were zipped. 

 Rain trickled down during the evening and was eager to get home to plant the new seeds before it 

 stopped. The bust stopped at my station, and ran home, darted through the front door to drop off my 

 denim backpack, kissed mother on her forehead and went next door. I knocked on the door, but nobody 

 answers. I take my keys and pick the one for the house, to see grandma and open the door and turn the 

 lights on, nowhere in sight, taking a step down to the living room where the TV is playing infomercials and 

 see her nap on the rocking chair. I walk to the chair to put a quilted blanket over her, then head straight 

 out to the backyard. Heavy rains pelted the roof, tapping what sounded like a marching band zipping its 

 way on the field in fast forward motion. 

 The rain boots sucked in the mud and treaded loudly, rushing to plant my foot on one of the stones that 

 outlined the garden, almost slipping but caught balance when the grip of the rain boot cleated the stones 

 slip. Bending on one knee, looking at the garden filled with puddles and various potholes to scan the 

 area to see where the seeds should be placed. Then I stood up and ran to the shed to grab a shovel and 

 dug into the muddy dirt. I didn’t count the seeds until now, clenching them in my rain jacket as I finished 

 with the first mudhole. There were five seeds and needed four more holes to place them each 

 individually. The seeds plopped in and placed the dirt back on top, blanketing them. I looked up at the 

 sky “Please grandpa, we need this. We need this from you.” I looked to the ground to pick up dead 

 tomato leaves and crushed them, sprinkled them on top of the new mounds, and clapped like thunder, in 

 hopes that the roots below were awakened by the synthetic sound of the night sky. Reminiscence of the 



 water showered me like the river and took my Bic pen from my other pocket to start clicking. Carefully 

 tiptoeing back inside, the full moon waned in the dark clouds but saw a ray of light, gleaming through a 

 small pocket that shaded over the holes, as it sparkled in the misty night. 

 While mom was making pancakes in the kitchen, grandma came in jolting with happiness, “The seeds, 

 they are growing” I rushed downstairs to join in on the conversation until she said again “the plants are 

 growing!” I couldn’t believe my ears, they are growing? We walk to the backyard and see five stems 

 poked out with a leaf branched at the ends above the ground. I got closer to touch the stems to see if 

 they were real, and the stems vibrated back and forth. Walking around in curiosity, I walked closer to the 

 plant near the stem and looked underneath the joint of the plant. As soon as I made eye contact, the root 

 stretched to touch my nose from underneath the leaf and let out a big “AHHH!” Everyone came rushing 

 out of the door to see if I was ok. 

 I pointed at the plants, “The stems touched my face!” They looked underneath the leaf and nothing was 

 there. 

 “Honey, that must’ve been a bumblebee. It’s sunny and they come out for the water. You scared us.” I 

 looked around again, but nothing. It could’ve been a bumblebee. What am I thinking, this can’t be 

 possible?  They walked back into the house, but I stayed to see if they would come out again from their 

 stems and reach out. Staring and watching, bright luminous red tomatoes dripped out once again. I 

 stared at it without blinking an eye, then another came out, then the other, and all five fruits blossomed 

 into a tomato, plum, apples, and avocados. The fruits plopped on the floor and started rolling towards 

 me. I couldn’t believe this was happening, the fruit came to life! They hopped to one side, then the roots 

 started to form as hands and legs, as they adjusted their stance and walked toward me curiously, 

 observing my every move. Peering slowly, I lifted my arm and gave them a handshake. The roots of the 

 fruit circled my wrist and reciprocated one back. 

 “Can you talk?” I couldn’t tell if they were looking at me. Their poster was slightly raised, appearing to 

 make eye contact in confusion, as if they were giving signals that what I was saying didn’t make sense. 



 “Grandma, the plants are walking!” As soon as she came out again, the plants shrunk and hid back in 

 their stems. 

 “I don’t see anything honey, are you sure you didn’t see any birds that might look like fruit?” Looking 

 around the stems to see if one might fall, I shrug my shoulders in disbelief. “Come eat soon when you’re 

 ready, your pancakes are going to be cold.” She walked backed into the house, and the fruitlings regrew 

 back to their mature shape, ripe and plump in the most vividly colored type that is seen in the grocery 

 stores, ready for someone to pick them to eat. Their roots again in the shape of two arms and legs, 

 standing in an upright position on the cobblestone. 

 “You don’t want anybody to know? Why? Do you think we are going to eat you? Is this even real” The 

 silence lasted for a few minutes? 

 “Of course, they won’t understand me, they’re fruit.” The rain trickled down again and the cold breeze 

 pierced through the drenched raincoat and felt the water rush over my face, again and again, exhaling 

 deep breaths while grabbing my Bic pen, and clicking away. It was time to hurry before the rain poured 

 again. The fruit tried to go back into their stems but could no longer shrink as they jumped and twirled, 

 grabbing the stem until they gave up. They waited for me to make the first move. As I moved away, they 

 came closer and the further I walked the closer they got. Looking around for a plastic bag, I ran to the 

 shed to look for one and ran back outside, the group of fruits rooted united around each other to protect 

 themselves from the rain. Reaching my hand out slowly, they hesitated for me to grab them until I earned 

 their trust again, placing them one by one and then tying them closed. I went back inside in panic 

 breathing harder but thankful I got out on time before the rain started falling like a river. Immediately, I 

 grab the small cooler from the garage and take it to the kitchen and fill it up with ice. I peeked in the bag 

 and the fruit stayed there motionlessly, waiting to come out but grabbed on tightly by the web of their 

 roots that pierced holes through the plastic. 

 As mother and grandma walked in, they immediately stopped and wondered what I was doing. Mom 

 walks by the cooler to put her dish in the sink, “Olive, what is going on. Do you have a cooler in the 



 kitchen? What is this for, it’s filled with ice?” I looked at Grandma and looked back at mom, and then at 

 the bag. I showed them the bag, once more trying to prove that the fruit was alive, and not just my 

 imagination. Grandma hovers over, putting her hand in it and grabbing the plum. 

 “Did you buy these at the grocery store Mel? I think Olive grabbed these from the house?” She walks 

 over and observes the plum, “I don’t remember buying these, maybe Olive went to the store and bought 

 these herself. Did you go to the store today? I looked into the bag and appeared to be stand-alone fruits 

 on a fruit stand, their arms, and legs hidden beneath the layers of pulp. I took the plum from her hand 

 and placed it in the bag, “I need the cooler so I can eat these later, is that ok?” 

 “Sure sweetie, just make sure to bring it back when you’re done.” There was no point telling them that 

 they were alive, and having to re-explain that I’m not seeing things, or maybe I am? I know this is 

 happening, and the fruit hides from them and not me because they rely on me to keep them safe, and my 

 purpose is to help them figure out how to navigate this world. 



 I  miss remembering. I used to know the 

 name of every friend. every family. every 

 road. but now I watch as it slips through my 

 fingers. like something of ash. the old tree 

 behind my home used to give more. it still 

 gives but not even half. The lemons used 

 to be plumper, fuller, nicer. they aren’t bad 

 now, just not the ones I remember. I guess I 

 should be grateful for even that much. I 

 mean I remember when the tree was brand 

 new. I think I do at least. I've watched that 

 tree grow and give and succumb. it hasn’t 

 gone as fast as the town. buildings going 

 back to their true roots. joining the ribs again. I think I used to grow like the trees. like humans. 

 The sun’s setting again and I’m walking. past the old motor shop with its red rusted sign, sagging stone, 

 and fragmented windows. 20 paces down and 8 right stands the market. or what remains. its teal sides 

 now lighter than the sky, the aisle slanted and gone, the produce reclaiming the spot it was once held 

 captive. I go inside for my wares. see I’ve taken care of that produce. it's mine and I am it’s. I take its 

 bounty and it takes my labor. for some reason, it always grows in sevens. only seven of seven types of 

 produce are ready at once. I used to dissect and pick at what it meant. but with age, it has lost its appeal. 

 today it gives me 7 each of the following: carrots, broccoli heads, peppers, tomatoes, onions, lettuce, and 

 squash. 

 I walk home. my spoils in a bag on my side. I weaved it myself. With the finest materials I could find. It’s 

 something I learned people enjoyed doing. At one point, I think. I don’t need to eat. I don’t think I do at 

 least. Well maybe. Maybe to replace the thought that once was food. I do this journey a lot. A journey is 

 classified as “an act of traveling from one place to another” Oxford dictionary. It’s not the most exciting 



 thing, but it’s mine. My journey. Through the town. My home. A home that has gone back to its roots of 

 truth and gravel. 

 If you wanted I could tell you the whole layout. How many paces from each to the next. What it gives me 

 and what I give it. My house is 952 paces from town. I call it my house but it’s technically my parents. Or 

 maybe it is mine. Maybe it became mine when it all left. It’s a pretty house. In a field, 3 stories high, black 

 with a cement base, autumn leaved roof, and a small extension on the back. On the right side resides my 

 old lemon tree. A fickle thing it is. A nasty thing it is. A thing I despise it is. I planted that tree out of hope 

 and a thing of resentment it has become. May a lesson be learned. Lemonade doesn't make a good 

 drink. 

 On my walk, I read. And drink. I drink lemonade. It’s a bland thing. Flavorless. Not a worthy drink. I hate it 

 to be quite frank. My current book is “The Concept of Human Development” by McNeil. I have a lot of 

 books like this. On humans. How they work, think, act, react, the concepts of it all really. It intrigues me. 

 The things I fed on. I never understood the thoughts. They were always too much, so much, how much? 

 I’m off-topic. Am I? Things get very confusing. 

 Walking is a peace for me. It reminds me of memories. Memories of Humane. And there it is. Home. 

 Home is home. I cannot describe it. I could describe how it looks however nothing could get its feeling. 

 It's the lost limb I cannot disconnect. It is what makes me slightly human. It’s where I might find something 

 worthy to devour. 

 I go through the door. The color is Halloween orange. I repaint it every year, a reminder of contrast. Like a 

 human's contradictory thought patterns. I go to the kitchen. It’s small, the gas long gone, and counters 

 chipping. Thanks to a manual I found in the old auto shop. I figured out how to rewire and always give 

 gas, it said I would have to change the tank every few years but I’ve never had that problem. I take my 

 spoils out and prepare. There is an order to these things. 

 I understand that my life might seem dull. I mean it is. I’ve done this almost every day I can remember. 

 You see, it’s been a very long time since there was something other than my routine. A different routine. 

 My routine now is simple. I wake up and have some lemonade and a snack. I then read, if I feel up to it, or 



 go back to town. I spend my full day walking, fixing, and trying to remember. I then come home, cook, 

 and the whole time I have that damned lemonade near me. Occasionally I go swimming or maybe I 

 venture a little farther than town. No matter what, all roads lead back to my town. My home. 

 While my meal is cooking I go out. I must gather lemons. The tree is very old, its branches weeping and 

 bark cracked. It doesn't give as much as it used to, the tree. But it gives. I pray for the day it stops giving. 

 Maybe then my axe would work on it. Maybe then I could find a new drink. I pick the 7 lemons that are 

 ripe enough. Their color like sun, flesh like sweet rot. 

 Back Inside my dinner is almost ready, a smell of spice wafting from it. I grab my juicer. It’s made from 

 hickory wood and I carved it myself. I’ve made a lot of my things. Most things have broken, so in order to 

 have something that lasts I need to make it. The juicer is sturdy, sound, and heavy. I cut the lemons, their 

 flesh too easy to pierce. I finish juicing them and it gives me just enough for the next 3 days as I mix them 

 with water and sugar. My food is done I can always tell so I take my drink and dinner to the roof. 

 The suns are starting to set, with colors of onyx, ruby, and sapphire taking over the sky. The trees sway 

 with the wind, leaves flying up painting the green with browns. There's a red down there. An unfamiliar 

 red. A human red? The only time I’ve ever seen that red was on the head of a person. A wood red. But no 

 one is here anymore. It’s just me. So who is that? What is that? I’ve cast my food away, forgotten. 

 Something is here, something alive. Something is in my town. I stand causing my plate to fall and shatter. 

 I jump back. Startling. The shards of porcelain looking back at me. I can't figure out why but it’s eerie. Like 

 that of a warning, but I don't have time for that. Not right now. 

 I stumble down the roof and through the window into my room. Nothing has walked these roads for 

 years. Only me. Nothing but me and yet something is moving. Something alive. Yes, animals still roam, 

 but I've yet to find one that moves like that red. I can feel the ground’s pulse and the wood’s whispers. 

 There are things these buildings have seen. I will not venture for this thing. If this thing has plans I will not 

 be the one to instigate them. Be aware this is not fear, this is caution. Caution for what I lost and what 

 could be back. Remember just because what you want comes back doesn't mean it is right. 



 Night has passed, the shadows leaking away. Nothing has stirred besides the usual creatures of night. I 

 grab my bag to head into town, flask tucked neatly inside next to an old knife decorated with flakey 

 scarlet. Whatever is out there has hopefully gone. I go about my routine, drinking, and walking. I keep an 

 eye out for what might be wrong, astray, askew. Nothing seems to be. The toy shop still sags. The tailor’s 

 still gone. The mall empty except for what I take when I need new garments. Nothing has changed. 

 Physically at least. There is a hum. The ground pulses a new way, trees giving hints, the wind leaving 

 etches of someone. Someone who is hopefully gone. 

 Walking with intent is new. I’ve never had to look out. It’s just been me but with something new. It leads 

 to guards unknown and undrawn. New things are bad. New things mean trouble. I used to like new 

 things, I think. Or at least with the memories I have with it. But when nothing new happens, no matter 

 how long you wait, the memories with it collect dust and fade like pictures in the attic. The comfort of 

 routine stays like a proud tree, new threatens the tree, 

 And nothing. I can't find anything. Gone. Hopefully for good. I’m not fully convinced but enough. So I 

 carry on with my day. I do sweeps of every building that still stands for this is today’s routine. Everything is 

 the same. Not a pebble out of place. So I walk home and finish my usual routine. So it goes back to how 

 it was. Over and over again. The routine set and trusted, safe. It goes on like this. The days go back to 

 blending. And I take a day to do something different. Venture out. I walk past the town, not too far so it 

 brings me back but enough to the grove. The grove has trees older than I and a spring in the center with 

 water like that of hot glass. I go here to find something different within the routine. Something still safe. 

 I don't swim or maybe I do, it always depends. Today is a no swim. I take my book and read. I read for a 

 while about the constructs of human development. What I learned is this, humans have a relationship 

 between hunter and gatherer. Some hunt for things while others gather, so here's my question. Who 

 builds? Someone has to. If some humans hunted and others gathered, was there something else who 

 built? A new force? Something inhuman like me? But there’s a snap and something red. 



 So it walks out, this thing. I thought it was gone and the new erased. The earth, trees, and wind had said 

 it was gone. Yet there it stands. It’s strange. Tall, red dusty hair, brown eyes, and weirdly gangly. God, I 

 hope this thing gets some sense within the next 10 seconds and scrams. Spoiler, it doesn't. 

 “Hey” A pause, and then someone is there. Someone who I can't feed from. Someone inhuman? They 

 look human, smell human, ooze human, But is not? Someone like me? No one is human but this one 

 seems human. Human, that's such a funny word. Humans are a funny concept. But this one is anything like 

 the humans I've learned about it should be acting like XYZ.  But maybe not all humans are like that? 

 Could the books be wrong? No no no the books cannot be wrong they have to be right. I regain my 

 senses. My posture. My thoughts. 

 “Hello.”  he looks startled. like a deer who's gotten too close to the lights of a car. I remember that. 

 “Erm hi” He’s awkward, shuffling, and doesn't seem to know what to do. Maybe he is like my books. “Uh 

 so uh” 

 “What do you want” no point in playing cat and mouse. The sooner I learn what this thing is, the sooner I 

 can figure out what to do with it. How to install it out of my home. 

 “Uhh” 

 “Can you not form literate sentences that provide context out of the onomatopoeia of um?” my patience 

 is thin and as much as I am lured by curiosity nothing is worth my time if it cannot form the literacy of a 

 conversation. Besides the wild animals of home of course. 

 “I-I can it's just you-” His arms draw together like a bird trying to appear bigger to get away. 

 “What about me? I’d think you’d know considering your wave of life has spoken through the earth to me. 

 Or maybe you don’t, for you would've left yet here you are. So go on. What is it? 

 “I-” 

 “More stuttering?” I rise, not a leap, not an effort. “I highly recommend leaving. Routine is important and 

 disruptions are not hard to stomp out” With that he backed up slightly slipping underneath his own feet 



 in the process. A wreck. That’s what he is. I paused and just stared for a second, letting the grain of time 

 speak through my eyes. “Please leave by midnight” With that I turned on my heel. 

 The wind is whispering again as I walk home, I've left my book, and it speaks as time trudges along. What 

 I don’t notice is the man following. For my guards are down when they should be held high. This is why 

 routine is important. It sticks. It stays. It’s right. I could feel the earth's turmoil. It was grasping, taking, 

 bringing things back to the ribs. Taking things that aren't him. Taking home. 

 For once I do not stop at the market. I do not pick up my seven of sevens. I did not stop to find a new 

 book. I did not do what i've done forever. What is most strange, I barely notice. I notice when a crack has 

 grown, a building has sagged a little more, when a part of home needs fixed. But I don't notice the 

 cracks, the sagging, and home. I don't notice any of it. This strange person has started to catch up, the 

 wind parting and pushing him towards me. Why is the wind doing this? Why is the wind not on my side? 

 I’ve lost count of the paces I count so carefully. But I see home and go. I pass through the door, its wood 

 cracking when it shuts. The man is nowhere to be seen. So I feel a sense of calm, it's over, he will leave. 

 But he didn't leave. He’s held back watching through the wood. I dont know he’s there and I don't know 

 for what. But he keeps away for that night. My night of false serenity. 

 That night I sit. On a stool. In the ruins of the room. The stool is solid. One of my own designs like 

 everything else. It’s made of birch, rounded, and hopeful. The room's wallpaper has peeled and faded to 

 nothingness. The ghostly print of ducks barely present, the walls holed and brittled. I think of everything 

 and nothing, letting thoughts and memories surace only to be washed away like the stories of myth. 

 By the time the sun rises with its rays, I've gone back to the routine. I’ve gone back to the lemonade for 

 breakfast, I go back to town, I’ve lost my book. Only now I notice how it's sunken more, bricks barely 

 there, the cracks consuming. It’s getting to the point where I can't raise the building, I can't support the 

 brick, I can't fill the cracks. I reach for my flask, its horrid comfort, and it's not there. It's not there. Where. 

 Where is the flask. 



 I start retracing, pace after pace. I don't believe I left it at the grove. I couldn't have. Could I? No. No I 

 didn't, it must be at home or fallen when I was walking. So I retrace. Pace after pace. I go back down, past 

 the library, past the supermarket, nowhere. So it’s home. It has to be. So my paces lead me home. 

 As I approach the door only then do I notice the crack. Breaking apart the wood. Something no amount 

 of orange can fix. The wood stressed beyond a pair. It's not the first thing to crack. I step through the 

 door thinking of how I could possibly fix it. Then I notice things are off. A painting tilted, a shoe knocked 

 over, the stillness. I don't try to hide my presence and I don't find something to fight with. I have myself 

 after all. My footsteps thud, power soaking into the wood. I start with the kitchen to find a jar open and a 

 pan out. Then I walk through the foyer with ease to enter the living room. 

 The bastard’s sitting there, looking bored as if he's waiting, and what is he drinking? The fucking bastard 

 is drinking out of my flask. Of course he is. In less than a second he’s across the room, through a wall, and 

 my flask is back in my hand. I unscrew the top, take a good 8 second swing, and rescrew the top. “You 

 really don’t know how to take an order” I turn on my heel leaving a streak of black on the floor. But then I 

 hear a groan. A groan? 

 “I’m aware, It's been stated to me many times” I’m silent for a moment. A tad shocked. 

 “How could you have possibly survived that, you were thrown with enough force to have died” Another 

 pause, this time from him. 

 “Got lucky?” His response. Got lucky? In the most questioning tone from himself? He must be joking. 

 “Got lucky? Are you absurd” 

 “Um” 

 “More onamonapia? Are you truly incapable of literate conversation?” 

 “Well” 



 “You’d think with how one won’t leave me alone you’d be more confident in your own ability to speak to 

 me, evidently you failed that thought process” At this point he’s gotten up and walked through the hole 

 he left. How could he ruin that wall. It’s hard patching things like that up. 

 “It's just you’ve kinda been naked everything I try and talk to you” 

 “And you’re fully clothed. What is the point of stating utterly obvious things? Are you not aware of bodily 

 anatomy?” I question a tad frantically. God I hope he isnt that dumb. He’s started to fidget with his hands 

 and shuffle on his feet. 

 “No! God no I know bodily anatomy is just well um it-it's just not I guess proper?” I look down at myself. I 

 guess I’d never thought that much about it. Not like there was anyone to see me. 

 “So you’re a moralist” i state 

 “A-a what?” 

 “A moralist, do you not know the word?” 

 “I know it!” He states indignantly 

 “Define it” I say flatly 

 “Uh, someone who really sticks to their morals” He utters it purely like a question. 

 “Incorrect, It’s ‘a person who is greatly concerned with seemly behavior and morality especially regarding 

 sexual matters’ Merrian-Webster thesaurus” 

 “Oh. Well I'm not that.” 

 “What are you then?” He again takes a pause, this time he actually appears to be thinking about the 

 question. 

 “I’m not sure. I guess it just caught me off guard?” Hm an ok response if I truly must be ok with it. 



 “Well if it bothers you that much or truly catches you off guard give me your clothes.” I say it quite matter 

 of factly to tell the truth. However he processed that he truly was caught off guard this time. 

 “I- WHAT NO” His face is showing something ghast and pure shock 

 “Why not? Are you ashamed of your body” 

 “NO, IT'S JUST NOT WHAT I WAS TRYING TO IMPLY” He truly is frantic at this point. 

 “Well then what do you suggest?” 

 “I don’t know” he thinks again for a minute, maybe this time he’ll actually have a truly good answer. “Is 

 there a mall nearby?” He made a valid point. Maybe he truly isn't a full bred imbecile. 

 “There is a mall nearby. But it’s much too late to go right now” I turn and head towards the kitchen, 

 beckoning this mystery to follow. “Come along, Let's get you something to eat and see if we can find 

 something for you to sleep on. He trots along like a dog almost; I read about this some humans see 

 others having characteristics of animal familiars, they do it unknowingly most of the time, it’s quite 

 peculiar. “What’s your name” 

 “Huh?” he looks up while responding 

 “Your name. You’ve followed me, broken into my house, used my stuff, and have yet to tell me your 

 name” We walk through the kitchen door at this point. 

 “Oh, It’s Martin!” He says it quite excitedly. Funny. 

 “Martin” I say letting the name feel out its way on my tongue. “It’s a good name, practical” 

 “Uh thanks?” He seems unsure of how to take my compliment. “Oh on the topic of names, what's yours?” 

 I halt in the light of that question. My. Name. He asked for my name? He asked for my name. He bumps 

 into me, stumbling from the contact. “I’m sorry, was that rude to ask? Rude to ask? Rude is stalking. Rude 

 is breaking in. Rude is judging me for my lack of apparel. Asking for my name? No, no, that's polite. Isn't 

 it. So that's what I tell him. 



 “No, why would it be? Are my books wrong?” I turn to face him, his face is half hidden by the moon's 

 protective shadow. “I have yet to ever hear that question, it is not one I ever expected so I never held 

 onto my name.” 

 “That's so sad.” He mutters. 

 “Is it?” I raise my eyebrow “is it sad to not expect to be asked for a title when you’ve been alone for so 

 long?” 

 “Yes.” there's a defiance to it. “It is sad to not hold on to some form of hope.” 

 “What hope does one have when it’s been so long? More importantly, how have you not lost yours?” I 

 mean it as a statement but it comes out as a question. 

 “Because I choose to believe there are others out there. I met you after all, so doesn't that give reason?” 

 “Our encounter was that of a mistake, you should be dead, as should I. Yet we are not, we are the 

 outcome of a dumb lucky chance”  And am I wrong? We shouldn't have lived. We should have died as 

 the others. Yet we didn't. We are the ones given the lucky hand. The fact we are even meeting one of 

 even greater odds. 

 “At this point I think you're avoiding the question” he tells me as he crosses his arms over his chest. Some 

 people use this as a tactic to seem more powerful as it gives the illusion of not giving a fuck to put it 

 bluntly. 

 “I am, and can you blame me? I’ve forgotten it, you're asking for something that doesn't exist anymore. In 

 this universe at the very least.” 

 “Well then I can't just not refer to you.” His brow furrows “There's gotta be something within this house 

 that has your name, well if this is really your house” 

 “I think I’d know if this is indeed my home contrary to your beliefs” 

 “Well then what do you suggest I call you?” 



 “Nothing. Right now I was trying to be kind,  get you something to eat, a bed, and rest. However if you 

 keep testing my patience you can very well forget those things. To be fair you've already made yourself 

 quite at home.” A grimace covers his face in an instant. 

 “It’s not like it was on purpose” If I wasn't such a gentleman I'd be betting money that he's about to get 

 real defensive. 

 “Yet it's impolite is it not? Not something that shows good intent, no?” That really makes him go quiet. 

 With no response I took that as my leave and walked past him down the hall to go to the attic. “You 

 should be able to make something with what's in the kitchen” Just like that night was set. 

 The sun rises again, but something about it is strange, something is new. I stir at the minutes before the 

 sun and its light. The birds do not sing their songs. It's silent. I go down the stairs, quietly this time, I wish 

 to survey the premise without my presence affecting it. I creep past the kitchen noticing it being slightly 

 cleaner than yesterday. Kind of him to do, perhaps a way of apology, some do apologize that way. I go 

 through the foyer and living room next to find nothing has changed. I continue my gander through the 

 house till I find Martin asleep on an old mattress in one of the spare bedrooms. How he would've ever 

 thought it was sufficient enough to sleep on is beyond me. The stains speak for themselves. 

 I continue to go back to the room to check every so often. He intrigues me. While yes he is an annoyance, 

 he's something new. Yet as much as I hate new, he’s a different new. He brings the promise of something. 

 Good or bad is still a mystery. An uncalculated risk. 

 Around 2 after the sun has warmed us I sense a stirring. I take a place in the kitchen sitting on a counter 

 facing the door, a glass of lemonade in my head. I wait, and wait, and wait. And nothing. Charming. So 

 not only does he break boundaries but he’s lethargic. I’d expect better considering he seems to be as old 

 as me, but then again not having anyone must have tampered with his ability to mature. 

 After about an hour of sitting there I decided to do something else as it's obvious he won't be appearing. 

 I debate between going to him or doing my usual routine. After a grueling 6 minutes of deciding I land 



 on my routine. However it won't be followed 100% exactly. A semi daunting idea. For someone else at 

 least. 

 I pick a new book from a stack near the door and set out to town. The book is something I found a while 

 ago but never got to reading it. Something by Walt Whitman. I've read one other thing by him and it 

 didn't make a ton of sense as it was something called poetry which isn't the most forward thing. I prefer 

 the forward and upfront. As I walk I read and while I don't love it, I do find it to be enlightening. I don't 

 understand why humans enjoyed things to do with interpretation. Most of the textbooks use some form 

 of test including interpretation. It’s supposed to tell you about someone's thought process and brain but 

 it really doesn't make that much sense. How can the way you perceive things dictate whole parts of 

 yourself? 

 But enough of that I have bigger things to handle. I pass by the market, the auto shop, the toy store, and 

 I keep going. My location is farther than town but not as far as the grove. However not a midway point 

 either please let me make that clear. It’s something quite strange in my opinion. It holds tons of stores 

 with various wares, it reminds me of magazines that hold an array of items.  However here you actually get 

 to test the integrity. 

 I go through a spinning door and survey the layout, deciding and prioritizing. Martin made such a fuss 

 over the state of my ware I need to get something to wear. He also needs a better mattress, if he were to 

 learn of the one he’s been sleeping on at the moments past it would be quite troublesome. The other 

 items I need are various parts for the wall he had the audacity to destroy. 

 At first I wander, I don’t know the location of everything so I must get a general idea to formulate a plan. 

 It takes me 18 minutes and approximately 1433 paces to walk the length of the complex and its 3 floors 

 for a general location of the items I need. The majority of clothing seems to be on the second level, 

 mattress on the very top, and the items I need for construction on the bottom. How is this logical? 

 Materials for building are heavy. It's a pain to need to carry them up the stairs to leave from the second 

 floor. That being why is there a level below and why is it the “first” makes zero sense. Clothing should be 

 on the bottom as it is the lightest to carry and things for the home being on this “second” level. The 



 mattresses are in rolls which makes pushing them down the stairs from the top easy so I see no problem 

 there. Moving them from there though seems difficult as they are so heavy. I may need to take more than 

 one trip, humans were so inefficient. 

 With that being the thought process I proceed to the “first level” and gather many materials to build 

 something to transport my necessities home. I have never needed so many things before so this is quite 

 the challenge for me. Inside one of the stores I notice something that has wheels. Upon closer inspection 

 it appears to be something they used to carry goods. It is far too small for the yield I must obtain but it 

 shall make a wonderful model. I browse the shelves and gather items I need for the wall, placing them on 

 one of these transportation machines as well as similar materials I will need to build a bigger version of 

 these transportation machines. Gathering items takes quite a long amount of time I've realized. 

 The other thing I learned is that building these machines is quite difficult. First I must drag all these 

 materials up the stairs which takes a fairly long time and then when it comes to building the bigger 

 version they're all sorts of problems that pop up. In the end I do build a very nice version of the original 

 machine that will comfortably carry everything I need. It feels good to have completed such a thing. A 

 human would have been very satisfied with themself. They're simple like that. 

 With the most major task being complete I carry on with the rest of my tasks. I go up to the top level in 

 search of a new mattress. The store they are located in is quite funny but I thoroughly enjoy it. They seem 

 to know people need to test these out unlike a fair amount of stores and it's interesting how there are so 

 many different kinds of mattresses and what goes into them. Unfortunately I do not know Martin's 

 preferred taste in mattresses so he’s going to have to deal with whatever I get him. His fault for his own 

 incapacity to get up. I settle on one that seems adequate and push it down the stairs and onto the cart. 

 Now comes the most confusing part of this trip. Clothes. Why Martin was in such a state over my state of 

 material is beyond me. Whether he admits it or not he is undoubtedly a prude. From my understanding 

 there are a multitude of different styles. Each portraying to a different audience. My personal enjoyment 

 after walking through the stores are the “Smart” suits. Why they are considered smart I do not know but I 

 enjoy them, so that is what I get for attire. 



 I finish loading my supplies on my machine and roll it out of the complex to notice the sun rising again. It 

 can't possibly be the next day? 



 W  elcome to an icy hell of paradise, my 

 name is Judas. And this is my shabby 

 apartment of mixed magazines featuring 

 my face. They catch almost all of my 

 spilled vodka at this point. Sometimes it 

 gets lonely in here, but that's only 

 because my bandmates haven't texted 

 me in about two years. Now, well, we 

 mostly just call and play videogames with 

 each other after work. I don't even know 

 why I still work at that damn coffee shop, 

 my electricity bill is meaningless because 

 of how often I keep the lights off. When I 

 turn the lights on, it actually keeps me awake longer than I'd like to admit. And this is a problem because 

 lo and behold, I have 5 worthless guitars, strewn about guitar components, and a whole lot of regret I 

 don't need to look at. I promise I don't lead a deadbeat life, things are actually going great for me and 

 my friends. It's just... I don't get out enough really. Like Hamlet once said, I doth myself king of infinite 

 space in a nutshell with nightmares, or something like that. I have the exact wording written down in my 

 notebook somewhere, I swear... Ah, dammit. Well, regardless of my favorite line in all of Shakespeare, it's 

 just been really quiet since the band died. I'm not even that big- my old sponsor never stopped sending 

 me these freaking' magazines, I'm really only popular in my hometown and maybe a few other places. It 

 made a killing for a while; I will never claim that I wasn't proud of those glory days. But I washed them 

 down in brandy a while ago. I hate these guitars now, and all I need is a way to find myself again. I don't 

 want this to be my legacy, I have joint pain in my fingers at this point for god's sake. Sorry to be a 

 downer, I just look at things for what they are. 



 I can't really figure out where I'm going with all this music junk. When I was like six or something, it was 

 really just to kill time. When I was about twelve, I didn't really feel like anyone would notice. In fact, my 

 skills actually plateaued around that age- I could play pretty much every song I knew, and that's saying 

 something. I don't like to brag about it. I take it as it is, and find ways to improve. When I was 13, I had 

 come to realize exactly how much I knew and how little it meant in the grand scheme of things. I could 

 work hard and get well-versed in anything I put my mind to. I didn't think much of it at the time, but when 

 I was a little kid, I thought maybe it would be easy to play for enough bills to help my parents find a nice 

 house. It's been like something years and I simply do not care how much longer I can go just loafing 

 around with an instrument in my hands. Perhaps I should go back to explore something even further 

 before guitar- violin. Despite the level of complexity in violin, surely I won’t need as much of an 

 introduction… But violin? Who the heck am I? 

 I’d like to introduce you to my clothes hangers. Hanger number 1 is a beat-up classical or spanish guitar 

 with nylon strings and more problems than a… you know what, I could spend forever talking about how 

 trash this is, I’ll spare the agony. This one was an honorable mention because its copper strings were 

 much thicker and heavier than a beginner should even experience. I spent about 5 years or longer with it, 

 which by then I was dying to learn more songs that weren’t even possible on that tire-fire of a mess. 

 Hanger number two, doesn’t actually belong in the trash. Paul, short for Les-Paul, has been with me since 

 day one of me actually getting some serious skills. It’s a very novice, almost ideal electric guitar with 

 nothing too fancy. I eventually sticker-bombed it like a hippie-mobile you sometimes see on the road. My 

 favorite and most disappointing clothes hanger is everything I could ever want. It was not a Christmas gift 

 like Paul, or some kind of beautiful backstory behind it. I was just able to afford it one day by the grace of 

 God for some reason. It’s a blue Stratocaster, with no other appropriate name than Blue. I don’t know 

 what Blue thinks of me because I’ve gone about two years without stringing Blue back up. They sit in their 

 bag, waiting. Waiting for something to happen. I can’t blame them, I’m hesitant to give up Blue. The rest 

 of the clothes hangers, I’m not even sure if they’re worth mentioning. I had a guitar named Rose because 

 it sounded exactly like Guns N’ Roses. Yeah, tearing it apart for its parts was not my proudest moment. 



 Rose, Paul, Blue, and good ol’ no-name, the classical acoustic that tortured me into fame. I look at them 

 and can’t help but wonder if I’ve gone insane. 

 I hope I’m not rambling about it, I hate speaking alone as it is and I never hate myself more than when I 

 speak my piece for too long. It would happen to you too if you were me- Putting the fragile strings back 

 on an electric guitar? That’s a war story and a half for you. I’ve nearly lost an eye, a finger, two guitar picks, 

 and I’d say my whole face if I wasn’t careful. It’s nothing but battle scars that only people with the same 

 scars can see. And I feel like that could apply to something we all do. Rites of passage we share with 

 others. Maybe it’s a broken piano key, or maybe it’s something as abstract as an experience you share 

 with others. All I can say is, I know a fair amount of people who have actually nearly lost an eye to a piece 

 of scrap metal. For the love of god, I cannot emphasize how insane it is for a piece of wood to hold that 

 much pressure bending it against its will. 

 I’m not a guitar (surprisingly, I know,) but imagine how I feel when I get up on stage. 

 The people I share these melodramatic war stories with have never let me down as my friends. They just 

 let me down when they give me advice. I don’t care what they say, I’m not picking up a guitar if it means 

 that I spent something like 14 years on nothing. I spent those 14 years thinking of myself, too. You know, 

 it kind of hurts. I’m not talking about the strings- I’m talking about the kind of hurt you get when you’re 

 tired of hearing something you know you agree with. It stings when I pick up the guitar unconsciously and 

 I’m washing just a little more beer down my throat. I don’t get wasted like some close friends think, just 

 enough to take off the edge. 

 But the edge keeps coming back. 

 “Judas…” 

 “No.” 

 “Please?” 

 “...No.” 



 “What would it take?” 

 “I’ve been figuring that out myself. Look, you really want to talk? Let’s talk tomorrow.” And that was the 

 last thing I had said to Ethan tonight. Ethan was one of my bandmates, but he only played rhythm on the 

 guitar, so I always got too much of the spotlight when we went busking downtown, playing guitar for a 

 quick buck. Ethan is a great vocalist, and sometimes I felt like I’d join him when we played, but that would 

 be a little too bold for me in public. The last time I had seen him, he asked me to visit his friend working 

 in a shoes store, and like someone holding a trophy, Ethan requested that I “play something.” Granted, I 

 obliged. I still don’t understand how shredding one of Van Halen’s most famous solos on a clunky and 

 weathered acoustic had them just staring at me; quite frankly, I must have looked just as confused as they 

 did. A guitar is a guitar, it’s not meant to limit you in any way. Regardless, I’d regret the last three words 

 with him. 

 At some point, some point soon… I’ll have to just come clean. I’m going to sell my guitars or I’m going to 

 be honest with myself. I still wonder what Blue thinks of me, all locked up in that bag. In high school, I 

 took off the string posts that hold the string to make a new guitar I never finished. Blue sits in there, 

 probably looking like a dog who lost its owner, strings all frayed and disarrayed. Sometimes I wonder if 

 it's obvious that Paul gets most of the attention without Blue. In all honesty, I can feel myself change a 

 little bit when I notice who I want to use more. I’m going to have to ask that one to my friends, but it’s a 

 longshot since we’re all just looking for jobs or working lame ones. 

 One of my closest friends plans on moving to Japan for a year to figure things out. I tried to get him in 

 the band too, but it never really worked. He had the optimism, yet I had the realism to tell him that 

 despite me teaching him myself, we just don’t play guitar the same. I’ve asked him to tell me all about 

 Japanese instruments if and when he goes. I think I’d like a change of pace. A new country, a new 

 mindset, a new way of life, new everything. I’d take a good long look at my wooden best friends and kiss 

 them goodbye. They wouldn’t even tell me goodbye themselves, and I’d say it was all for the best. 

 Maybe then, staring at them in the corner wouldn’t be so lonely. Instead, I’d have some closure. I think 

 they’d have that too. 



 “Judas! There’s a bar gig going on. We should go man, come on!” 

 “Hey Ethan. I still don’t know. I mean, should we?” 

 “Man, alright- forget the gig right now. First you gotta get out of this. You’re disappointing me. Let me 

 ask you a question, do you like my singing?” 

 “Of course!” 

 “Imagine if I just stopped singing.” 

 “Stop that.” 

 “Wait, stop what?” 

 “I don’t know, just stop comparing me to all this potential or whatever that I know you’re going to talk 

 about.” 

 “You’re killing me man.” 

 “Gee, how do you think I feel?” 

 “I think you’re feeling like you're just burnt out. Dude, you’re like a candle trying to burn without a wick. 

 That’s just setting yourself on fire.” 

 “Any other clever lines?” 

 “Well yes actually, I’ve been thinking and you’re kind of like my electric’s pickup switch. You don’t do 

 anything.” 

 “Ethan for the love of god, there are so many ways I can talk about your switch’s problem that  it doesn’t 

 even make that analogy releva-” 



 “Chill, I was kidding. I know you tried really hard to fix it, but you tried harder to fix my switch than you 

 tried to at least think about picking up the phone once in a while. That would help me fix my switch a lot 

 more because then I’d still have someone as good as you to play with.” 

 Dammit, he had a point here. Well played, Ethan. 

 “If you don’t want to go, I’ll go without you, easy as that.” 

 “Alright, just give me some time to think about it.” 

 “It’s Wednesday today, so I hope your idea of time runs quicker than it does when you answer the phone. 

 See you later, Judas.” 

 “I’ll get on it man, I swear.” 

 I’m giddy at the thought of playing another gig, and I’m dead inside that I’ll be playing. I don’t know what 

 it’s come to anymore, and I’m losing it. There’s no real reason I should be struggling this much, so I 

 decided to go home and look at the reasons why I don’t have to do this. 

 I’ve got sixteen photos right here on my desk. At least 7 are from concerts, 2 of them are my friends 

 being themselves and stealing the camera, and like 3 of them are my friends impersonating me. There’s 

 one photo that still bewilders me, because my friends look like their necks should be broken in their 

 impressions of me flipping my hair on stage. 

 Looking at these photos again… I can’t even remember my last haircut, it must have been years ago. No, 

 seriously- my hair is even longer than my sister’s now and it sometimes gets stuck in my strings while 

 playing. When I look into these photos again… I just don’t know what to feel. Some bring back the 

 concerts, some make me laugh, and some make me turn on country playlists, of all genres. So here I sit, 

 with a lamp at nearly midnight, staring at these polaroids, with no idea what I want to do. 

 Should I just bail? 

 Bailing seems like the easiest thing to do. 



 I don’t want to be the villain of my own story like I’ve been, but.. I think I’ll just bail. It’s not worth my time, 

 and I see that now that I just look at all my friends' eyes staring blissfully into the camera. They almost 

 look like vintage photos. And vintage is how I would describe my glory days. 

 Then again, it would be nice to try again. I could grab a duster and pluck the string posts off my 

 unfinished project for Blue. But how bad do I want to do that? Not very. Ethan really got me when he said 

 I’m just wasting potential. I’ve still got potential in other things, right? 

 …Right? 

 This choice shouldn't be that hard. But... I can't really help but wonder how tomorrow's gig will go. 

 # 

 It’s three in the afternoon, I’m bitterly disappointed in myself, and we’re going to take this note by note; 

 sounds everything is going as usual, so that’s a good sign. I strum once… sounds nice. I strum again… 

 hey, not bad. I strum a third time… I’m procrastinating. In the musician world, there’s a very fine line 

 between procrastinating and practicing, especially when multiple people are involved. But I really have to 

 get on with this, so I’ll try my best. Just like before, I’ll play Eric Clapton to get into the mood and see 

 where it takes me. 

 “  I’m with you my love… I’ll be with you darling, soon..  I’ll be with you ‘til my seas-  ” 

 I suddenly feel a violent tremor on my body that wasn’t my amplifier, and had it been any louder, I think I 

 would have just ripped my foot through the whole thing, mesh and all. 

 “For god’s sakes, hello!?” 

 “Hey Judas. I uh, didn’t interrupt anything, did I?” 

 “Oh.. You didn’t, my phone just gave me a heart attack” 

 “Alright. Don’t forget, gig’s at 8 tonight. That’s all I wanted to say. And maybe you want to meet up?” 

 “I think I’ll just meet you there.” 



 “Works for me man, see you later.” 

 I must have thrown my phone with the strength you’d probably use to lift 25 pounds. Now to get back to 

 prac- 

 “...” 

 “Yes, Ethan?” 

 “Just wanted to ask if you’re alright man. You didn’t seem all that excited about the gig.” 

 “Wow, thanks for noticing. I’m not.” 

 “I called back ‘cause I gotta let you know you’re the best player I’ve ever seen dude.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “Why aren’t you excited to play a small show? There’ll probably be a crowd, but not too many people. 

 It’ll be the perfect size to play at, man.” 

 “I’m out of touch, Ethan. Maybe I don’t want to be a ‘guitar god’ anymore. I don’t know how many times I 

 have to keep saying it, but something doesn’t feel right. And I don’t know what it is.” 

 “Judas… You’ll find it man, trust.” 

 “Trust what?” 

 “Just trust.” 

 “Trust… what?” 

 “You’ll see at the gig, man.” 

 And then he left me hanging. It’s like he’s got some answer that the angels are supposed to shine on me. 

 Maybe I should let him know I don’t live in a Christain paid-programming channel from the eighties about 

 angels. Anyways, It’s 6:30, and I’ve got to be ready in an hour. 



 I should probably let Ethan know why I don’t come out of my room that often. Actually, I’ve usually got a 

 lot of explaining to do when I remind myself what sunlight feels on my flesh, but it’s not that simple. My 

 friends ask and I dodge the questions like bullets. My family sometimes calls… I pick up the phone of 

 course, but hesitantly. Ethan must think I’m depressed or something but that’s not the case, I think. 

 Live,laugh, lithium. That’s a new phrase I picked up recently, and it’s kind of fitting. You live a little, laugh a 

 little, and then you need some lithium to charge the social battery that is your brain. That’s how it is for an 

 introvert like me. And lithium happens to be great for your mental state in very tiny doses apparently. But 

 lithium’s not what I need, not yet anyway. What I’d like more than some magic fixer-upper is to share cool 

 facts like that with my friends without being asked to take out the guitar. To a degree, every musician 

 knows they’re kind of like a jester. If you share your music, it’s because you want to entertain others. But 

 how do I entertain others without a six-string? 

 I take a look at Blue, tucked and settled away in his cocoon. And here with me instead, lies Paul, in my 

 arms, looking back at me with the glare of my ceiling lights. I get my head sorted out, and with a little 

 nostalgia, pick up my amplifier. 

 I don’t pick favorites. But when something tugs on my heart strings, my strings don’t bend or budge. They 

 turn rusty and frayed. 

 There it is, the Iceberg Lounge. I see the people we’re playing for and while I’m still bleeding a little 

 emotion on the inside, I can’t get over the tiny bout of anxiousness before playing. I smile warmly to 

 myself, excuse myself past the security guy’s shoulders, and make my way to the backstage-lobby where I 

 see Ethan. 

 “Let’s do this.” 

 “Holy crap man, you showed up!” 

 “What’s a frontman without the rest of the band? If we had merch, you’d be a T-shirt salesman without 

 me. I can’t just leave you hanging like that.” 



 “You read the setlist I texted you, right?” 

 “Like the bible.” 

 There’s a slight shine in his eye, and there must be one in mine too. Either I really am a recluse, or the 

 neon lights are way too bright back here. The ambience of the crowd is comfortable enough to keep 

 them waiting in limbo for us, while we figure our equipment out, and Ethan plugs in his amp. 

 The club guy or whoever it is names us to the audience and is ready to have us on in five. The crowd of, 

 give or take, 50 people actually sitting there to listen while the rest gamble away, all look like locals who 

 know who we are. On the way in, I got a few excited glances where I smiled back politely. 

 “You ready?” 

 “Are you?” 

 “No, I mean like, are you ready to do this again later on? I want you to do this with me more often, 

 Judas.” 

 “.Ethan, I’m finally ready to play my heart out tonight.. But about that-” 

 “  And here they are, on live!  ” 



 Nine times out of ten it was supposed to go 

 perfectly. So why are there two identical faces 

 staring back at me from the mirror? This is 

 going to be a problem for my accuracy. Which 

 target will I hit– left or right? I pull down the 

 darkened shades to rest across my nose, 

 shielding my ocular input, then return to my 

 room. I know I’m supposed to wait until the 

 healing process is complete and the tech to 

 fully settle in. But each miserable blink feels 

 like sunburned shoulders on dry bed sheets. 

 Quickening my pace to the nightstand, I grab 

 the eyedrops with their cool numbing relief. It has been two days of blindness, followed by five of dizzy 

 blurriness, but now things are finally starting to crystalize into focus. 

 I checked out a book from the school library once about crystals. I’m not sure why that’s coming back to 

 me now. It must be the boredom. There had been a certain fascination and wonder with diamonds back 

 then. Well, I had watched every episode of “Diamond League Girl-SQUAD” after school through middle 

 school, so maybe that was it. I remember wanting to know how those sparkling jewels formed hidden 

 away in the Earth’s crust. I was a girl who needed to know things. Strangely, my life since has been 

 growing along those same lines– time and pressure and an overwhelming desire to be honed into 

 perfection. I’ve always been striving for some impossible outcome. 

 Right now certainly isn’t my shining moment. 

 I lay down staring at the ceiling, but the overhead lights start the aching again, so I roll onto my side to 

 face the wall and think. It would be nice to have someone to talk to right now. I imagine my mom here 



 getting me food and pain medication– marking off the hours chatting about her rambunctious 

 kindergarten class. She can get us in hysterics with stories of what embarrassing family tidbit today’s 

 precocious five year old blurted out to the whole class, or how she had to remind at least one student 

 every day that glue was for paper not for mouths. She’d be surprised that I had been paying attention to 

 those stories. She thought my mind was always elsewhere. I guess it usually was. I wish I had her voice 

 here to distract me right now– but no one really knows where I am. 

 I hadn’t disappeared or anything. It’s just that they think I’m on a business trip.  I can’t let them in  on this 

 decision  , I remind myself. I have to do this alone–  for everyone’s sake. This was my decision. 

 It isn’t too bad being alone  – my brain offers this  up on repeat like it’s my life’s mantra. It’s true. I have 

 spent my youth and teen years under varying degrees of isolation and self-imposed pressure. All the 

 years of practice sessions that kept me from parties, school events– I’m used to missing things, missing 

 people. 

 “Not many girls like the things you do,” my mother had warned– and I listened. She was surprised when I 

 stepped away from high school life. She thought her talk had turned the tide of my obsession with this 

 sport, but it turned me right into the current of it. I remember my friends slipping away as I tread deeper 

 into my competitive passion. How many times can you turn someone down before they stop texting? Not 

 that many I learned. 

 Was it all worth it? When would I be able to answer that with some kind of assurance? It generally makes 

 my stomach knot up like it did when I stood gasping at the top of the Half Dome summit, gazing down 

 into the Yosemite Valley thousands of feet below. Exhilaration and terror. Was this path worth it? I will 

 know soon. 

 It had all begun with the cool feeling of metal in my palm  . 



 “Cecelia, come give it try, huh?” my father waved his hand from the table in front of the firing line inside 

 our local shooting range. I was ten years old and he was grinning at me in his uniform as I joined him and 

 looked in awe at several firearms laying there. I had just witnessed him aim and punch perfect holes into 

 the paper target, while I stood with my ear protection nervously chewing my cheek and trying to decide if 

 I disliked the burning smells wafting towards me. It was strange, but I had the impulse to try.  What  would 

 it feel like? 

 “Okay, move your feet apart and stand like this,” and he wrapped his arms around me from behind, 

 squatting and putting his rough hands on mine to correct the position. 

 “Remember what I taught you about the safety??” he spoke calmly. 

 “Um, yeah. I leave it on until I’m ready to fire??” 

 “Exactly!” he said placing the cold steel pistol in my small hands, I lifted it up to align with my path of 

 sight. It was heavy and not easy to hold steady. Squinting my left eye, I looked down the barrel and saw 

 the target. 

 “Okay now, STEADY….. line it up…. and GENTLY squeeze…” My dad was still right behind me,  his 

 hands hovering like a safety net of assurance. 

 “I…I can’t dad!” 

 “It’s okay… do you want to stop?” he questioned gently. 

 “Um…. what do I do again dad?” I lowered my arms a little with the weight. 

 “Well sweetheart, you just line up that target, release the safety, and squeeze when you’re ready, “ he 

 encouraged. 

 “Um, okay,” and I concentrated on the small red circle 15 feet away, squinting my eye and forehead with 

 the effort. 



 “I’m ready,” I squeaked out as I released the safety with my thumb and began to gently squeeze my 

 pointer finger on the trigger. The next second I was flying backwards into my dad’s chest, shocked and 

 laughing with him at the power of what had just propelled me off my feet. It was alarming… and exciting! 

 When we went home that day my arms were shaking, but I had loved every moment. 

 After that I begged my dad to take me back– I was hooked! This had always seemed odd to my older 

 sister, Mabel. She had never wanted to spend time with dad this way. But it satisfied a certain feeling in 

 me to get closer and closer to that target. “One more try and I would hit it” quickly became an obsession. 

 “Charlie, are you taking her there again?” my mother questioned as I grabbed my jacket on the way out 

 the door. 

 “Oh you don’t have to worry Mara, I’ll make sure she’s safe and wears her ear protection” said my dad, as 

 he gave her a quick kiss. 

 “But, Damica called and wants to have Mabel over today, “ and mother looked right at me. I bit my lip 

 and looked down. Dami was nice and we liked to hang out at her house sometimes, but I hadn’t been to 

 the shooting range in weeks and I didn’t want to miss it just to sit around chatting and watching her 

 favorite show. I looked up at my mother, her arms crossed, eyebrows frowning in disappointment. 

 Why couldn’t she be happy for me when I found something I love?  I thought as I followed my dad out the 

 door and away from the uncomfortable silence inside. 

 I remember the year I was invited to join the pre-Olympic training program and Mabel went off to 

 college. 

 “Hey sis, how’s it going?” Mabel’s sweet voice was difficult to hear over the blasts, so I headed to the side 

 door and stepped outside into the muggy air. 



 “Good, how are you?” I knew it was a lame response, but I couldn’t for the life of me think of anything 

 else to say. It had been six months since the winter holidays and we hadn’t really had a chance to catch 

 up. 

 “I’m fine Cee. How’s your training going?” and I could tell she was just trying to be nice. I don’t think she 

 understood what was so fascinating about this sport. But I appreciated the gesture. 

 “When do you find out if you’re going to make it to the big Games?” 

 “Uh, yeah, it’s six more months until the trials.” I glanced at my watch and grimaced. “Hey, I’m actually at 

 training right now, sorry. I’ve gotta get back inside!” And I placed my hand on the door ready to open. 

 “Oh, okay Cee!  I miss you! I’ll see you later  She-shooter  !”  and she hung up. 

 Ugh, I really hate that nickname  . She thought it was  a clever twist on sharpshooter, but I thought it 

 sounded like some psychopath that shoots women. We didn’t talk much during those years as we were 

 both so busy. If I’m honest I needed to create an intense bubble around myself to win gold. Everything in 

 my life was sacrificed to hone my skills to perfection.  I mean, wouldn’t they all think it was worth it when  I 

 carried home that glorious prize? 

 The 2036 Games had been a disaster. Five months before competition I began to have redness in my 

 right eye and the lights in the practice building seemed to have halos.  A month later, severe headaches 

 and blurred vision had me missing practice– sitting in the ophthalmologist's office being diagnosed with 

 “acute angle-closure glaucoma”. I remember the panic. By the time I received the national uniform in the 

 mail, I could barely read my name embroidered on the jacket. It knew it was over. 

 So here I am staring at that same spot on the hotel wall, while these pictures and echoes of my life are 

 playing across my mind. My psychologist says I’m doing better now that I’ve moved on from my Olympic 

 career to a job in management with Nile Shipping Co. I’ve been banned from shooting ranges. That is, if I 

 don’t want to completely lose my vision by the time I’m 30. On the bright side, I don’t have to take the 

 medication that helped me to get up and function each day for the last two years. What I haven’t told 



 anyone is that I still dream of competition almost every night– waking with my heart pounding. Each day 

 the feeling of unfinished business pulling on my ankles and pressing on my chest. 

 Those youthful days filled with hope? Gone– until recently. 

 This opportunity had been around for a while, tempting me with second chances.  Gosh, you really can 

 find anything on the internet if you try  . But I never  wanted to be one of those cubic zirconia stones, 

 shining in false glory. Besides, biological tech is banned in competition and my family would never 

 approve. But ultimately I’ve given too many years and too much sacrifice to walk away empty handed. My 

 hope now lies in this far away city, with this sacrificial sum and non-disclosure statement committing me to 

 my new path. Days ago, I lay face up in a room full of sterile machines– terrified. Two lasers had circled my 

 cornea, slicing and removing it with precision as the robotic arm performed microscopic operations to 

 connect a new computer-enabled lens to my optic nerve. The worst part was staying conscious and 

 aware- the technician’s monotone questions through a static speaker, checking my progress with cold 

 phrases and frigid data. The buzzing movement, the sickening smell of soldering metal and flesh. 

 Honestly, it was a mercy to lose consciousness and wake with the throbbing darkness of my soaked 

 bandages. I would either have superhuman vision, or be damaged for the rest of my life. Glory comes 

 with a price.  Now I just have to heal– and hope. 

 I feel my name conspicuous across my back as I walk single file from the athletes’ waiting area into the 

 pulsating energy of the global arena. Foreign tongues are shouting cheers, and posters dot the crowd 

 with names and flags waving the colors of the world. Each word, each vivid hue, is enhanced with crystal 

 clarity that almost overwhelms my other senses.  I  am actually here. Unbelievable  . 

 The tech is still remarkable to me, even after all these months. I see it all– even the curly haired little girl 

 sitting on her father’s lap in the uppermost row, hundreds of yards away in the farthest and highest corner 

 of the stadium. He is whispering in her ear with piercing blue eyes. I feel powerful– like an eagle spotting 

 its prey from impossible heights. The gold medal is finally within my grasp. I scan ahead and see 

 microscopic sweat droplets forming on the neck of the competitor ten paces ahead, and smirk. 



 Nervous?–They should be  . I take a few more steps and to the left I spy the target range 50 meters away, a 

 clipboard beside with names I can read as perfectly as if they were in my hands.  Ah, too easy!  I clench  my 

 jaw and move it side to side to keep my cocky grin from obnoxiously spreading across my face and giving 

 me away. It has been many months of trial and error, but the surgery has been more than a success and 

 my time of glory has come at long last. Marching forward briskly, I swivel my head to the right and scan 

 each row with lightning speed– craning my head to find my family. They are wearing bright matching 

 clothing and holding signs with “CECE KEMPER!!” and “FOR THE GOLD!” in bold letters emblazoned 

 across. Part of me is so proud, and part is cringing from the excited expressions bursting from their bodies 

 in flapping arms and screaming voices. They are overjoyed by my surprisingly miraculous recovery– the 

 return of the daughter and sister with her passion and purpose. 

 If only they knew what it had cost. 

 From the 20th row, they’re waving to me with faces full of perfect unmistakability, as if they were standing 

 right in front of me beaming. I even see the tears in my mother’s eyes. Marching forward, I continue to 

 watch as their smiles fall. The next moment– I go dark. Everyone saw it but me. 

 Tick…… tick. 

 My ears awakened. 

 Tick…… tick… 

 I feel the hard canvas move underneath me as my hands slowly press down and then relax. 

 Tick……. tick… 

 The clock echoes softly as my mind is drunkenly trying to place my body in some rational scenario– as if 

 each thought is being pulled like taffy, stretching and straining to the place of understanding. I struggle 

 to will myself towards wakefulness, but my eyes won’t open. 



 “I’ll be right out after I check on USA!” blasts a male voice as a door opens and the air rushes in over my 

 prone body. Goosebumps travel over my arms as anxious consciousness washes away warm sleepiness. 

 Why can’t I open my eyes? 

 “Uhhhhhm…. hhheeeellp….pppplease?” I croke out. 

 “It’s okay miss, you’re gonna be okay….don’t touch that,” I hear the voice get closer and I realize I’ve 

 moved my right hand up and I’m touching something foreign.  Where is my skin?  I groan and keep 

 reaching around my face. 

 “It’s okay, miss! You just had a little accident. We’ve wrapped your head up a bit to stop the bleeding.” 

 The panic is hitting my system and surging up– my heart now beating violent freedom in its THUD THUD! 

 against my chest.  What happened??  I stretch my mind  and will it to find an answer. 

 WHY am I here? 

 A stabbing pain explodes in the region of my bandage and I realize my right eye is twitching and jolting 

 like it’s connected to some kind of electrical source. Then I know where I am. 

 “The coooompetiiiiition???!” I push the words past the panic shooting into my limbs as they struggle to 

 get me upright on the cot. My head swims and the pain is zapping and shooting into the recesses of my 

 eye socket– my face simultaneously drooping and dancing with the torture. 

 “My ehhhyeee… EEEYE!?” 

 “Yeah, you seemed to walk your face right into that big steel beam, miss. I’m so sorry.” 

 “Whuuuut about the coooompetition!?!” I remember my family’s faces in the crowd, the confusing 

 darkness that had come. What did I do to myself? I feel the desperate need to get up and out of here, 

 but the pain and dizziness are disorienting. 



 “Careful there, Miss Kemper, I wouldn’t do that!” I feel his strong hand on my wrist, but I’m thrashing 

 against the wrapping and the glaring light is overwhelming my senses as the bandage shifts down a little 

 from the left side of my face. 

 “I neeeeed to GO!” My feet are planted on the ground– which for some reason isn’t staying put. It’s 

 sinking like quicksand and the lights are going out again. 

 “Cecelia, sweetheart? Are you ready to go?” My mom’s irritatingly sweet voice intrudes my dark thoughts 

 like an obnoxious alarm. I twitch slightly from my rigid bent position and lift my head from its place 

 sunken on my hand. My arm feels a little tingly and stiff as I straighten it out. I’ve been here on the 

 bleachers for quite some time, just staring at that menacing vertical beam, with its protruding corners 

 announcing itself in the middle of this enormous empty space. I take a deep breath and my face feels 

 frozen in this contorted grimace, as if each muscle has been personally enraged. Even as the pain from 

 the impact has subsided, this bitter tasting anger is boiling and building. 

 It figures.  The same thoughts circle and berate me  .  You’ve always missed what was right in front of  your 

 face. You’re such an idiot! You should have focused! 

 “Cecelia? Do you need a little more time?” 

 All around me are the remnants of glory–confetti strewn like pieces of my shattered dream– used up and 

 ready to be thrown out.  So unfair…so unfair!  The drum  in my chest is quickening its beat.  I need to get 

 out of here! 

 “No!” I rise sharply from my seat and my throat is desperately trying to hold back the full waterworks 

 show. My head is aching and I wonder what kind of damage I’ve done to my new eye. 

 The zapping is gone?  I reach up and touch the eye  patch that Jared, the EMT placed there, willing it to 

 be gone. Poor guy. He had witnessed my pathetic crying when the news came down that the competition 

 had begun without the competitor from the USA. I reach the bottom of the bleachers and quicken my 

 pace to exit the arena. 



 I’m going to have to call that number. 

 My hotel room is claustrophobic as I pace mindlessly in front of my bed, swiping angry tears from my eyes 

 and ignoring the nagging guilt from the parting scene with my family. 

 “Do you want me to stay with you tonight?” my mother had asked anxiously while getting out of the car, 

 glancing at my bruised eye and then back to the other. 

 “No, I’ll be fine. I….I just need some rest,” and I hadn’t stayed to hear her reply and stormed off to my 

 room through the lobby. 

 I stop pacing. The back and forth motion is sending the room spinning again. Pulling the card from the 

 pocket of my competition jacket, I flip it over. In the dusky light from the curtainless window, I can barely 

 see the sapphire embossed  MEDx TECH  against the black  matte background, a series of numbers below. 

 I had hoped to have no further contact with this organization.  But I have to get this thing checked out! 

 Having trouble with the digits, I hold my phone up impatiently to scan it and wait while it dials. 

 “For emergency service, say one,” a robotic voice dictates. I answer the request and gaze blurrily out at 

 the setting sun and unfamiliar city lights. 

 Two hours later, I get a knock on my hotel room door.  That couldn’t possibly be the tech support this 

 soon, could it?  Answering the door, I find myself  now seated across from a disarmingly handsome man in 

 a pristine white suit, his hands folded on the table in front of him. 

 “Ms. Kemper, I am Mr. –.” He’s handing me his card and I wish I could make out his first name imprinted 

 into the paper-thin plexiglass. I give up and go back to looking down at the table where it’s safer to keep 

 from staring. 

 “I’m glad you called in when you did. It isn’t good to let these things go for too long,” He continues. 



 “I’m the regional MxT contractor. I’m typically on call for emergencies like yours.” 

 He’s explaining this, but I’m distracted by what looks like a titanium briefcase he’s just placed on the table. 

 I watch as he presses the four fingers of his right hand against a small rectangular chrome panel near the 

 handle. With the slight buzz of fine mechanics, the lid pops open, revealing a menagerie of tools and 

 implements that I’d rather not see the light of day. My stomach turns.  He’s not joking about being a 

 technician! Are those tools…to fix me?? 

 Gazing a little longer, I know for sure I don’t want them anywhere near my face.  Oh, not this again!  And 

 the room is spinning as I grab onto the sides of my seat to wait it out. 

 “Ms. Kemper, are you okay??” And his foreign accent is reminding me how far away from home I am, and 

 what a mess I’ve made of things. 

 “Would you like a sedative?” His voice is so calm. “Many clients find that it makes the repairs much more 

 pleasant.” 

 I’m overwhelmed by the perspiration breaking out over my body, my heart pounding out its insistent beat 

 in my ears. 

 “Um, yes please….that would be great, “ I reply as the nausea rises upward, nodding my head, and then 

 swallow the pill that’s handed to me alongside the cool glass of water. I get up at his advice and walk over 

 to the bed and lie down. Within minutes I’m asleep. 

 I awaken and notice it’s gotten much darker. The lamp on my bedside table is casting a warm glow like a 

 haven around me.  Is he gone?  I sit up groggily and  glance around my small suite.  For the first time  I 

 notice the large painting hanging directly opposite the bed. Suddenly “CLAUDE MONET:  WATERLILIES” 

 appears on the wall above, hanging there for a full five-seconds before disappearing.  What was that? 



 Beep….beep….beeeeeep!  My mobile phone is lighting up on the nightstand next to me. Without 

 peeling my eyes from the painting, I state, “461 Answer Please–” and I wait for the connection before 

 replying, “Hello, this is Cecelia.” 

 “Yes, hello Ms. Kemper, I’m glad you’re awake.  How are you enjoying your new vision?” I hear the 

 contractor through the speaker as I look away from the painting and then back again.  There it is again! 

 “Uh, something’s wrong I think?” I falter, struggling to find the right words. “I’m seeing…..words???” and 

 for the first time I notice the zapping is gone. 

 He goes on to explain that some special features have been activated as part of an upgrade to my eye 

 tech called HyperSight. I tell him I’m not sure I’m interested in keeping it.  It’s kind of invasive,  you know? 

 Why wasn’t I asked first?  But then he’s asking me  if I’m interested in a new career path now that the 

 Olympics are over and I’m confused. 

 “Ms. Kemper, unique people like you are in demand by various top level companies to provide special 

 services.” 

 “Really? What kind of services?” I wonder vaguely. 

 “If you’re interested, I’ll contact you tomorrow and go over a job package and explain the details?” 

 “Sure.” And the call is over. 

 The next morning I awake and the first thing I notice is that the time and weather are displayed in front of 

 my vision.  Weird  . When I go to brush my teeth, suddenly  I’m looking at the microscopic details of my 

 gums with data on the levels of inflammation detected.  Yuck! I need to brush better. 

 I tell my parents that I’d rather not sightsee with them today, that I need to rest and recover, but I know 

 I’m just waiting for that phone call. It comes mid-morning. 



 “Ms. Kemper, hello. I trust you’ve had a good morning so far?” He asks this as if it’s completely normal to 

 receive eye surgery in hotel bedrooms. 

 “So, I do have a small assignment that has come up. Would you be interested in checking it out before 

 you travel home? I think it will be a perfect opportunity for you to see if you enjoy this line of work.” His 

 voice sounds encouraging, but I’m skeptical.  What  am I actually qualified to do? 

 “And of course  you’ll be compensated generously.” My ears are perking up. 

 “Today’s client has listed the salary as…” and my eyebrows are reaching new heights as the sum hovers 

 over me. I had almost forgotten how much I needed money right now. 

 I know my family will be bothered if I keep ditching them, but man this is so tempting! 

 “Ms. Kemper I was requested to remind you of your outstanding account balance. The extension period 

 will be coming to an end in 30 days.” 

 I’m glad I’m sitting down because the reminder of that fact is knocking me back into reality. I was 

 counting on the generous Olympic medal payout to settle my surgery fees. I had assumed I would win 

 and everything would be solved. If I don’t find a good job soon, I won’t be able to keep hiding my debt 

 from my family. 

 Maybe I’ll just take this small job and then head home and forget about it. 

 I’ll just use my tech to get square before I have them disable it, right?.  This opportunity is feeling more 

 and more like a Godsend. I’ll get out of this hole I’ve dug for myself and maybe later I can try working as 

 a coach for the Olympic team– or begin training again. 

 I need to do this! 

 He tells me to head downtown tonight at 6 o’clock and I’ll receive further instructions. I ask how I’ll know 

 what to do? He informs me that I’ll  see  what I need  to when it’s time. 



 “Don’t worry about the assignment too much Ms. Kemper. Just enjoy the city like a tourist and the job 

 won’t take up much time at all. If you’d like, we can apply your credit directly to your account tonight.” 

 Evening is spreading its rays across the sky as I exit the glass hotel lobby doors.  Before I have a chance to 

 signal, a driverless E-Taxi pulls up, my name scrolling across it’s digital window screen at precisely 6:00. 

 Man, they think of everything  ? –I wonder as I lift  the door and climb inside. It pulls away from the curb 

 without asking me for directions, seemingly knowing where my destination is.  That’s strange  . I see on  the 

 vehicle’s projection screen that I’m going on a looping tour around the city.  Hmm, okay?  I try to settle 

 back and enjoy the car’s narration that is accompanying each sight that we pass, but I feel nervous. 

 What I also notice is the overwhelming amount of data that is presenting itself across my digital vision. 

 Names of buildings, landmarks, and businesses are appearing in quick succession as they are replaced 

 with others. I stare up at one particular highrise long enough, and the number of occupants displays 

 across my field of vision, along with the temperature inside and the number of floors.  Why would anyone 

 want to know this much information  ? 

 It’s distracting, like living in a video game.  We stop at an intersection and I look over, seeing a small girl 

 with her nose smashed against the window, smiling. Above her head is an age, gender, nationality, heart 

 rate, and temperature.  This doesn’t seem right. No  one should have this much information. Is this legal? 

 Suddenly my vehicle turns left and follows a sleek black car ahead. We accelerate and change lanes 

 coming up alongside the other car and slowing to match speeds. Without warning the words “JOB 

 ASSIGNMENT” flash before my vision and I’m startled.  I thought I was meeting someone? 

 Then my instructions follow, “LOOK TO YOUR LEFT.”  I’m confused by why this would be my job 

 assignment, but the “PLEASE OBEY IMMEDIATE INSTRUCTIONS” startles me into compliance. I gaze 

 over and see a man in a light grey suit seated comfortably in the back of his luxurious vehicle. He has a 

 small computer screen projected on a smooth seat back. He is concentrating– his name and information 

 unknowingly displayed invisibly above his head where I try to take it in. The vision of him is suddenly 

 gone and now I’m gazing on the data on his screen as if it is in front of my own lap. 



 My eyes are locked– columns of numbers scroll by and the message “RECORDING” is blinking in the 

 right hand corner of my vision. I’m frozen in this position until suddenly the car jolts and pulls away. 

 “RECORDING COMPLETE” is now displayed, and I blink my eyes, confused.  What was that? 

 I’m feeling a little carsick from the concentrated effort and I rub my eyes and sit back.  I think I’m  ready to 

 go home  . I still feel a little sick from the concussion  yesterday. Not seeing any way to control my 

 destination, I announce to the open cabin, “Send me back to my original destination please!” There is no 

 response, except the “DESTINATION IS NOT COMPLETE” message on the car’s projection screen. 

 Suddenly we slow to a stop again. I’m contemplating just getting out here in the intersection, when the 

 black car pulls up next to us again. I look over, and there is the man with his computer, oblivious to my 

 spying eyes. 

 Without warning I’m locked in again. “RECORDING” blinks as I see him scrolling through random data 

 that makes no sense to me. W  hy is this important?  The dizziness is coming on again and I wish I had never 

 gotten involved with this bizarre business.  I shouldn’t  be here  . Abruptly the “RECORDING” message 

 switches to “COMPROMISED” and suddenly I’m back looking at the side of the dark vehicle, still gazing 

 through its window. Except this time the man is looking back at me. 

 The light turns green and we pull forward, his car accelerating heavily and pulling ahead.  Thank 

 goodness! Who is that guy?  We’re traveling from the  main city streets out to some sites of interest in the 

 outskirts of the metropolis, but I’m not feeling well and just want this assignment to be over. Should I call 

 Mr. Lee and tell him I quit? But… I really need that money!  Then I notice the black car again and shutter. 

 For some reason it has slowed down and we are catching up to it.  Oh no, did he see me?  I slide down in 

 my seat as we pass and I remain there for quite some time as we travel around bends and on until I feel 

 the car slow to a stop.  How many more intersections?  I wonder.  Waiting for the light to turn green, I am 

 suddenly thrown forward into the seatback in front of me– an explosion of sound coming from behind me, 

 propelling the vehicle forward without will. When it stills, I look up and see a sleek black car skirting away 



 into the darkness, the street lights now illuminating my vehicle’s resting position in the middle of the 

 intersection. 

 My first impulse is to escape and hide.  I need to  get out of here  . I press the door release and nothing 

 happens. I try the other side.  Nothing  . As a matter  of fact, the interior lights are flickering above me. 

 “UNLOCK DOORS!” I choke out in a panic.  Nothing  . “UNLOCK  DOORS!!!” 

 I move up and forward, leaning my body over the front seat and start pressing the buttons on the control 

 screen. The autopilot is shorting out and sending error messages, and I’m now looking around frantically 

 to get out and away as I know the oncoming traffic could come around that bend of the road at any time. 

 Help me!  Climbing over the driver’s seat, I desperately  attack the screen, searching for the manual control 

 override.  Please! Please! Please!!!  Tears are tracing  down my cheeks as my hands shake uncontrollably. 

 With one final swipe, I take over the vehicle's controls and grip the steering wheel with both hands. All 

 the while, my ocular display is displaying warning alerts, calculating data, and counting down the seconds 

 until potential impact. It’s a terrifying display of inevitability. A path forward is now outlined in my digital 

 vision and I slam my foot onto the pedal, desperate for escape. 

 Then my vision zaps and blurs.  Oh God, no!  I cry out,  tasting my tears, and I know it’s too late. The taxi 

 sputters without moving. I hear the squeal of brakes to my left– the sound approaching as inevitable as a 

 runaway train, and myself powerless as a reed in its path. I wait paralyzed, as the sickening sound of metal 

 on metal explodes and I’m thrown sideways, slamming my head into glass– which for some reason isn’t 

 staying put. It’s sinking and the lights are going out again. 

 Tick…… tick… 

 My ears awaken. 

 Tick…… tick… 

 I feel the hard canvas move underneath me as I shift a little. 



 A wave of confusion is washing over my mind and trickling into every cell in my body.  This feels strange. 

 Why does this feel strange?  A  m I…… dead!!!?  I struggle  to wake, to see something, but my eyes won’t 

 open. 

 “I’ll be right out after I check on USA!” blasts a male voice as a door opens and the air rushes in over my 

 prone body. Goosebumps are traveling over my arms, raising up the hairs and sending a shiver through 

 every part of me. 

 Wait!…. oh wait!…. 

 I know this! 

 “It’s okay miss! You just had a little accident. We’ve wrapped your head up a bit to stop the bleeding.” 

 My chest is heaving up and down, my breath coming in gulps as I struggle to sit up. 

 “Wwwwhere am I?” I breathe out desperately, and reach up to check what I think is there. 

 “It’s okay miss, you’re gonna be okay….don’t touch that,” says the familiar voice and I feel joy washing 

 over me as I hear him step closer and squat down. 

 “Jaaaaaareeed?? ….I’m sooo glaaad your heeeeere…” I manage as the dizziness is sending the room 

 spinning. 

 “Huh? Oh, uhh, have we met before? I’m sorry, I don’t remember,” his voice gentle with concern. 

 “…Sooooort ooof….,” I reply while the electric choreography has begun on the right side of my face.  I 

 pull down the dressing gauze to see his face with my one good eye. He’s staring back at me puzzled and 

 I’m so happy to see his stubbly grey beard and round face that I could laugh. Then I remember the rest. 

 “Haaaas it beguuuuun??!” I question, knowing the answer already. 



 “The competition? Oh, I’m so sorry Miss Kemper, they had to start it. I think the time limit was up or 

 something like that. Do you want me to get anyone for you? Your coach??” 

 I shake my head vigorously and feel dizzy again, but joy is bursting from me in tears. 

 “Noooo!….myyyyy faaamily! I waaant my faaaaamily!” 

 “Happy Birthday dear Cece!….. Happy Birthday to you!!!!!” 

 It’s been a long time since we’ve been together on this day, and their faces are smiling back at me as I 

 blow out the candles and look down at the presents in front of me. 

 “Open this one first!” Mom’s face is bursting with excitement as she hands me a small gift. I bite my lip as 

 I slowly unwrap the beautiful bow and paper to reveal the red velvet box inside. 

 “Mom, what’s this?” 

 “Open it!” She responds with even more excitement. “We’re so proud of you!” 

 “Mom, it’s just an assistant position.” 

 “I know, but those kids will be learning from the best!” 

 I look at her and smile, “Thanks Mom.” Somehow she’s become my biggest cheerleader and the reason I 

 finally applied for the pre-Olympic coaching job. 

 Opening the box I pause and wonder. Inside its soft casement lies a delicate gold chain and a pendant. I 

 lift it out gently and bring it closer to view. There’s a light reflecting, a sparkle flashing from the dangling 

 charm. 

 “Mom– can you go get my glasses?” I ask, meeting her eyes, and she nods and leaves the room and 

 returns shortly. I know she feels sorry for me, and somehow it doesn’t bother me. 



 I still haven’t gotten used to keeping them with me at all times. Sometimes I feel like I’m a 

 twenty-something middle-aged woman looking for those glasses when I can’t read something. 

 Regardless, I’ve decided I won’t call that number. At least, not yet. 

 “Mom…it’s beautiful!” and I feel tears rising up–the tiny zaps in my right eye commencing with the 

 moisture. I laugh at how ridiculous and happy I feel right now as I gaze down at the clear diamonds 

 encrusted around the golden letter C, brilliant and gleaming in refracted glory. 

 “Hear, let me help you with that, “ and my dad comes around the table and stands behind me. He 

 reaches around and gently fastens it around my throat, and I feel like that little girl in the shooting range 

 again, safe from any real danger. I stand up slowly and step closer to the dining room mirror to see the 

 effect. 

 “I….… love it…” I choke out with more tears, and look up. 

 “It looks beautiful on you Cece,” adds Mabel with her boyfriend sitting next to her. 

 Then looking again into the reflection, I see myself with that generous gift shining in its place– my face 

 smiling out from moist eyes and traveling across to see them all sitting there grinning–shining back at me. 



 You think a lot about what you would 

 do if you ever saw him again. If 

 tomorrow, you were to run into him 

 standing on the platform at 

 MacArthur station, waiting to catch 

 his train, probably still wearing the 

 same t-shirt and shorts with 

 knee-high Vans socks that must be 

 the unofficial uniform of high school 

 douchebags everywhere. You can 

 practically feel the skin pull taught 

 over your knuckles, your soles 

 slamming into the pavement during 

 the approach. And with every step, you think about how it felt when time stopped – you and your best 

 friend each cradled by the worn fabric seats of her 2004 Honda Civic, her Hawaiian Breeze air freshener 

 still singing through the vents and the music still thrumming through the speakers and the world still 

 revolving around its axis as you stretched across the expanse of center console to squeeze her shoulders 

 and try to keep the fabric of the universe from unraveling. 

 I know it’s against the rules, but we were hooking up, and… He raped me. He raped me, Blossom, and I 

 haven’t told anybody, anybody, you’re the first one, I can’t talk to anybody… 

 You think a lot about how it would feel to push him off the platform in front of oncoming headlights. 

 Snapping out of your reverie, your eyes refocus on the space surrounding you, and you decide to make a 

 lazy attempt at a grounding exercise. 



 Five things you can see: the desk, the couch, the filing cabinets, the coffee maker in the corner of the 

 room, and the standing lamp in your periphery. 

 Four things you can feel: the carpet under your boots, your elbows resting on the varnished cherry wood, 

 your calves pressing against the legs of the leather chair, and the pull of the hair tie straining to keep your 

 choppy bob pulled into a weak bun at the nape of your neck. 

 Three things you can hear: the white noise of the traffic rushing outside the window, the slow hiss of the 

 coffee maker as it reaches its automatic shutoff, and the faint Watsky song still playing from your 

 abandoned headphones. 

 Two things you can smell: the coffee, and your favourite peppermint candle, its flame flickering in time 

 with your deep inhales and exhales. 

 One thing you can taste: nothing. You must have forgotten to eat lunch again. 

 Already, each breath flows more smoothly as it checks in at your nose, curls around your silver hoop 

 piercing, makes its way down your airways, and finally finds a path back out through your mouth. It’s 

 already getting dark outside, and what’s left of the sun’s tendrils seep through the velvet green curtains 

 and cast their dregs across the faded, burnt orange shag carpet. Bubbles hates this colour combo, her 

 trained artist’s eye offended by the garish shades competing for attention, so you’ve agreed to limit it to 

 your office and only pull the green into the rest of the workspace. You’ve always had a soft spot for 

 unloved colours, anyway. The walls are lined with antique bookshelves, punctuated with filing cabinets 

 teetering dangerously on the brink of collapse under the weight of old case records. Try as you might, it’s 

 hard to refocus when these memories fill the space behind your eyes, wrapping around your retinas like 

 the arms of all of the friends and family and loved ones you’ve held in the moments when their worlds 

 came apart because someone else decided they were no longer worthy of bodily autonomy. You don’t 

 think about the moment nobody was there to hold you. Instead, you work to pay it forward. 



 That moment with Bubbles was just the first in a long line of unspeakables that got you into this work. 

 After all, rapists don’t kill themselves. And the day they do, you’ll be the first to gladly shutter your doors 

 and plaster the windows in those god awful yellow banners with the red lettering that reads  Going Out  of 

 Business, Everything Must Go  ! 

 Now, one might imagine an agency of feminine assassins might look like the scads of models wearing 

 vinyl shorts and spandex catsuits in Taylor Swift’s  Bad Blood  music video. And they wouldn’t be entirely 

 wrong! You’d be lying if you said that the idea of being the executive director in a room full of femmes 

 that could kill you before their next blink wasn’t a little bit of the motivation behind founding  Powerpuff 

 Associates.  But more than that, you founded the nonprofit  on the hunger to do away with any more 

 “rowdyruff” boys that ever lay a calloused finger on you or another one of your own ever again. 

 So, think a little less  Catwoman  and a little more  office space in a highrise complete with faux seventies 

 carpeting and draperies. 

 You tap your pen against the desk, sinking your teeth into the familiar imprints in the cap where the 

 plastic has been wearing thin. Papers dimple where they settle into the grooves carved into the desk from 

 years of secondhand grief, flowing through your fingers and on to the pages as you document case after 

 case after case. Flicking your eyes from the file in front of you to the stack of unopened cases casting 

 seductive smirks in your direction from where they lay spread along the velour loveseat across the room, 

 you use your tongue to push the pen cap back into its rightful place and sheath the ballpoint, closing the 

 folder and chucking it back onto the top of the stack. It’s not like he’ll be any less dead tomorrow. You can 

 catalog the kill then. Besides, it’s one of Buttercup’s, and her work is always pristine. 

 You swipe your keys from the decorative bowl one of the girls gave you on her last day from where it’s 

 perched lightly on the edge of the desk – a hand-thrown ceramic piece painted with the same swirls of 

 blue as the Puebla mugs you always use to drink sangria when you visit your mother. Another woman for 

 whom you’re paying it forward. Hoisting your trenchcoat over the back of the chair and swirling it around 

 your own back, the fabric crackles gently as it settles on to your shoulders and sags with the weight of 



 your phone, wallet, and the keys as they tumble into the shallow pockets. You yank the hair tie out with 

 only a small wince at the fine strands of collateral damage caught in its clutches, run your hands through 

 your fluffy mane, and quickly pull on your bubblegum pink beanie once you’ve decided the hairdo is 

 unsalvageable for the evening following a glance in the mirror on the back of your office door. You should 

 have never let Buttercup give you a haircut last week. 

 Pulling the door closed and jimmying the handle just to be extra sure you’ve locked it properly behind 

 you, you take off down the hallway, the heels of your combat boots sinking softly into the fabric of the 

 emerald carpeting. The prints left in your wake quickly spring back to life as you continue on your path. 

 With a cursory nod to the security guard stationed at the main door, you’re off for the day. 

 You feel your phone vibrating against your thigh as you step off the elevator, shoes thudding across the 

 tile of the lobby and rushing down the cement steps into the BART station to make your train. Having 

 leapt safely across the yellow boundary and found an open pole to wrap your ankle around as you surf the 

 tunnels under San Francisco, you finally check the messages. 

 Bubbles: where are you guys?? i’m already two tequila shots in and i’m prepared to weaponize a 

 third if you don’t get here within the next ten minutes 

 Buttercup: Lol I love you. I just got out of my last interview and am on my way, I’ll be there in 5. 

 Blossom, if you’re still at the office I s2g I’m grabbing Bubbles and we’re coming to drag you out 

 by your thong. 

 You stifle a snort as you type out your reply.  There’s  no need to threaten me with a wedgie, I’m on the 

 train. 

 Buttercup: Bubbles, can you pls order a us bottle instead of just taking shots by yourself? 

 You: Yeesh, that kind of day? 

 Buttercup: You don’t even wanna know. 



 Bubbles: booooooooooo. i’m going next door to get a pizza, i’m starving. just text me when 

 you’re both here 

 You: Just got off the train, see you in a minute. 

 The pub is a welcome sight after a long day. Year-round Christmas lights are strung between the exposed 

 beams of the ceiling, an obligatory TV or two positioned behind the bar and tuned to whatever sporting 

 events are in season. The glass shelves make it look like the rows of liquor bottles are practically hanging 

 in the air, their cover only blown by the gold fixings anchoring the shelves to the wall. Buttercup is sitting 

 alone at the counter, pouring herself a shot from the bottle Bubbles must have ordered before leaving in 

 search of comfort cheese. 

 Buttercup is always nearly impossible to miss when she’s in a room, her signature black turtleneck and 

 ripped jeans accentuating her height and, when coupled with her winged eyeliner, making her somehow 

 even more intimidating. Her moto jacket is hanging on the hook beneath the bar for dear life, and her 

 studded black chelsea boots tap the wooden floorboards, practically outpacing whatever 80s classic is 

 providing the background beat for the conversations ricocheting throughout the room. She practically 

 whips the man sitting behind her in his ribs with her ponytail when she turns towards the door to beckon 

 you over. 

 The Powerpuff theme was Buttercup’s idea. She was the one who bought each of you a beanie in your 

 designated colour, changed your ringtones to the theme song in all of your phones, and assigned the 

 original nicknames in high school, before they became your professional aliases. Back then, the three of 

 you would be up all night, texting furiously about where you would go and what you would do and who 

 you would be the second you escaped your hometown. It would take a century for you to count all of the 

 times that either Bubbles or Buttercup bailed you out when you needed to flee the sound of your parents’ 

 screaming matches, that either you or Bubbles accompanied Buttercup to the archery range to help her 

 forget the girl that had most recently broken her heart, or that either you or Buttercup sacrificed your 

 arms as canvases for Bubbles’ burgeoning art career. 



 You’re still not too sure how you got stuck being Blossom, being the youngest of the three of you. Plus, 

 who even likes Blossom? Sure, she’s “commander and the leader,” but she’s also bossy, stubborn, and 

 anxiously controlling…  oh. Got it. 

 You pull over the stool closest to Buttercup, the studded leather seat ripped from years of weary asses, 

 and are just taking out your phone again to text Bubbles that you’ve all arrived safely when Buttercup 

 slams it out of your hand and pins your wrist to the counter. 

 “Jesus, Buttercup, what was that?!” 

 Buttercup involuntarily presses harder against your pulse, using her long, green lacquered nails to gesture 

 with her other hand for the bartender to bring over one more shot glass. “Don’t text her yet, I need to 

 talk to you before she gets back.” 

 The set of her jaw tells you to shut up immediately. You can see the fire seething behind her jade eyes 

 when she speaks again. 

 “Did you look at the new case file for my last interview before you sent me out earlier?” 

 You roll your eyes and give an exasperated huff. “Buttercup, is this what this is about? I don’t 

 micromanage you, you’re a co-exec and you can take care of your own ca–” 

 “Shut up, Blossom, you micromanage everyone, I don’t give a shit about that anymore. Did you look at 

 the file?” 

 You swallow the insult as Buttercup releases your wrist, throwing back her second shot and pouring one 

 for you. “Ignoring that oh-so-flattering compliment, no, I did not. Why?” You swipe the glass from the 

 counter and tilt your head back as the liquor runs down your throat, leaving a trail of heat rippling along 

 your esophagus. Buttercup is still staring at you, not saying a word. “Well, come on then, who is it?!” 

 Buttercup pours another shot into your glass before you’ve even set it down on the counter. She pushes 

 your hand back to your lips, imploring you to take it before she answers. 



 “Seriously, you’re scaring me.” As you set the glass down without taking a sip, it dawns on you. “Wait, 

 hold on… one of ours?” 

 Buttercup nods. Suddenly all the excessive drinking makes sense. 

 “You’re kidding. It has to be Bubbles’, then?” 

 Buttercup nods again, tossing her head back to take another drink. 

 “Jesus. Okay, well, we’ll tell her together.” You follow her lead and throw back your own drink just as 

 Bubbles waltzes into the bar, modeling a pizza box soaked through with grease spots on her open palm. 

 Her striped sweater and blue overalls are covered in flecks of bright yellow paint, most likely from a new 

 piece she must have been working on just earlier today, judging by the comet of colour still streaked 

 across her eyebrow. She sets the box down and stumbles around you, her 5’3” frame clearly struggling to 

 keep up with the tequila vacationing in her bloodstream, dragging the next nearest stool over and 

 wiggling her way right in between you and Buttercup. 

 Her eyes delight at the dip in the level of the liquid in the bottle. “Yessssssss, you’ve caught up with me!! 

 Here, here, eat, eat, because I do NOT have another scrunchie, which means no one’s vomiting on my 

 watch.” 

 You sneak a glance at Buttercup, who’s already looking at you to get this party started. “Bubbles, on a 

 scale of one to ten, how inebriated are you right now?” 

 Bubbles cracks the box open and peers through the tiny gap in the cardboard, carefully dragging out a 

 limp slice as her feet swing happily where they dangle off the stool. “Mmmmmmmm, a six. Why?” 

 Buttercup fills the third glass and gently places it on top of the pizza box in front of Bubbles. “We need to 

 talk to you about something, but I’m not sure if you’ll want to be more or less drunk for this, babes.” 

 Bubbles giggles. “What, are you breaking up with me?” 



 Your heart aches where it’s nestled in your chest. You’re fifteen again, parked outside the therapist’s office 

 where the three of you met in a support group for quintessentially troubled teens, Mac DeMarco floating 

 gently through the air leadened with Bubbles’ secret as she sobs hysterically into your arms. Just as you’re 

 beginning to dissolve into the memory… 

 “Blossom, what’s going on?” 

 Damn it. Your crappy poker face gave it away. You clear your throat and try your best to introduce the 

 topic as tactfully as possible. “Bubbles, you remember how Buttercup had an interview with a potential 

 client earlier today?” 

 “Yeaaaaaaaaah, but why do you look like somebody drowned your kitten?” 

 You glance helplessly at Buttercup to break the news you can’t. Your mind is still swimming in all of the 

 moments when all of the people have confided in you over all of the years and all of the messes you’ve 

 cleaned, barely keeping your head above water. 

 Five things you could see: the stains in the carpet, the bedsheets stripped in a pile on the floor, the Star 

 Wars posters on the walls, the deep grey of the sky over the tennis courts, and your life-sized plush otter. 

 Four things you could feel: the wet sponge as you ground it into the carpet, the plastic bag as you 

 collected the evidence, the glue as you pieced together the broken poster frames, and his hands as he 

 dragged you off the floor… 

 …No.  You catch yourself before you’re fallen too far,  dragging yourself out of the blur of memories and 

 running your hands over the cool countertop at the bar. 

 Buttercup touches Bubbles’ arm gingerly where it rests beside yours, bringing you back to this moment, 

 next to the two people whom you love most in the world. “Bubbles, it’s him. We finally found him.” 

 The smile slides so quickly from her cheeks that you can practically hear it land on the sticky floor with a 

 splat. “...really? You’re sure it’s him?” 



 Buttercup nods, and Bubbles slowly returns the gesture, her head bobbing stiffly like a carousel horse 

 winding up and down in its mechanical leaps. “Can we finish this conversation outside? I need a 

 cigarette.” 

 You pull a pack of Camel menthols from your pocket and place them in Bubbles’ open palm. Buttercup’s 

 brow furrows disapprovingly at you, but she doesn’t say anything as she firmly presses a handful of cash 

 onto the counter to cover the drinks. Bubbles clambers off the stool and starts to shuffle her way outside, 

 the clunky pizza box clearing a path in front of her through the crowded tables, while you and Buttercup 

 trail protectively behind. 

 On the street, you’re able to talk more freely. Cars speed down Market, weaving in and out as they avoid 

 MUNI lanes, brakes slamming and horns blaring. Bubbles plops onto the sidewalk below the bar window, 

 setting the box in front of her and using it as a makeshift table as she pulls out a cigarette and lighter from 

 the pack. The lighter clicks as it takes her a few times to get it to catch, her chipped nails faltering over 

 the wheel. Finally, she takes a deep drag, blowing the smoke out of her nostrils as she ties back her 

 blonde curls and reaches into her woven tote bag for her baby blue beanie to pull over the new hairdo. 

 Watching her calls a small smile to your face, the simple act a reminder of hiding your smoking habits 

 from both of your parents back in junior year, covering the smell with layers of hats and scarves and air 

 freshener and spearmint gum. 

 The silence holds the space for all of you to process the news, expanding so far it feels like it might push 

 you off of the sidewalk. Eventually, Bubbles speaks. 

 “How old is the client?” 

 Bubbles passes the pack back to you. Buttercup swipes it out of your hand with a shake of her head, and 

 stuffs it into the back pocket of her jeans before answering. “Bubbles, you don’t need to know the details 

 of the case, Blossom and I are going to take care of it ourselves so that this fucking bastard never touches 

 any-” 



 “Buttercup, please. I need to know.” 

 Buttercup sighs heavily, her nostrils flaring with the weight of the breath. “Sixteen.” 

 Bubbles nods, staring into the cars as they race down the road across from her, no longer really seeing 

 anything. “That’s how old I was.” 

 “I know.” 

 Bubbles’ cheek puckers where she’s sucked it in between her teeth, chewing the skin raw as she thinks. 

 After a minute, she swipes the bottle from where Buttercup placed it on top of the pizza box, taking a 

 gulp so large it would impress a whale and chasing it with a bite from her previously abandoned slice. 

 “So. What’s the plan?” 

 You exchange looks with Buttercup, who looks just as confused as you. 

 Bubbles taps out her cigarette and stares up at the two of you from her spot on the ground. “Well, I can’t 

 take him out by myself, can I? I need the help of the best in the biz.” 

 Buttercup cackles and slides down the stone of the building to land on Bubbles’ left. “Oh absolutely, 

 you’re not doing this shit alone. You tell us how you want it to go, babygirl, and we’ll make it happen.” 

 You squat awkwardly, plopping down one knee and hand at a time and tucking your feet behind you until 

 you’re able to lean back and sit somewhat comfortably on your own heels to the right side of Bubbles. 

 “Definitely, we’re a team and we’ve got you covered.” 

 She smiles softly, placing a hand on each of your thighs. “Thank you.” 

 Buttercup licks her thumb and rubs away the streak of paint on Bubbles’ face, pressing a kiss into the now 

 clear spot on her forehead. Bubbles huffs and tucks her head into the space between Buttercup’s neck 

 and shoulder, reaching an arm out behind her to grab your hand and pull you closer into the pile. 



 You clear your throat to kick off what you assume is the natural next part of this conversion. “So, did you 

 want to talk about how you want this to go? Do you want us to handle it on our own, or would you prefer 

 to be involved? And how soon do you want to get started?” 

 Buttercup laughs at you, but this time, it’s playful. “Blossom, is your mind ever quiet? Or are you always 

 thinking about what comes next?” 

 “Not always! Sometimes I’m thinking about what came first.” 

 “How about just taking a moment to enjoy where you are right now?” 

 And so, you do. 

 Five things you can see: the cars whizzing past the buses, the buildings stretching their tired torsos 

 towards the sky, the people coming from Wherever and headed to Who Cares, the pizza box and tequila 

 bottle waiting patiently to be remembered, and your own combat boots with their frayed laces 

 outstretched in front of you. 

 Four things you can feel: the cement under your butt, the stone against your back, the wind finding its 

 way under your hat to comb through your hair, and your fingers intertwined with Bubbles’. 

 Three things you can hear: Buttercup’s nails absentmindedly scratching circles on her jeans, a BART train 

 pulling into the station somewhere beneath the surface of the earth, and your own heartbeat. 

 Two things you can smell: the faint stench of urine found in all major cities, and your wildflower perfume. 

 One thing you can taste: nothing. The liquor must have burned any flavour away. 

 And there the three of you sit together. A tangle of sleeves and limbs on the sidewalk, while the scent of 

 pizza and city still sing through the air and the music from the bar still thrums through the speakers and 

 the world still revolves around its axis. Just like it always does. 

 “We love you, Bubbles, and we’re gonna do this together. Always.” 



 Yoga has barely started and I am already 

 trying to maneuver myself into a twisted chair 

 pose. My knees are bent like I’m about to sit 

 in an imaginary chair and my hands are 

 pressed together in prayer. I’m supposed to 

 get my left elbow to the outside of my right 

 knee. 

 “Think about your hips in this pose. We want 

 them both to face front, focus on keeping 

 them in alignment, the twist should be 

 coming from your middle spine, not your 

 lower back, press into your hands and 

 breathe,” Mary says in her intoxicatingly calm voice. “Open your heart and feel the twist”. 

 I’m feeling my belly blocking the way for my elbow to find the outside of my opposite knee. The side of 

 my belly is pressing firmly against my upper thigh, completely blocking the way. I am stuck, trying to 

 breathe, feeling bad about myself, trying not to look at how anyone else in the class is doing. 

 Mary’s soothing voice breaks my train of thought. 

 “Thank yourself for showing up to class today, finding your way to your mat. Today let’s notice when our 

 thoughts wander, when our monkey mind clicks in. When it does, acknowledge the thought, then let it go 

 and come back to the mat, to your breath.” 

 I notice that my monkey mind is busy analyzing the size and shape of my belly fat. 

 “Ok, exhale, Hands to the floor, forward fold, inhale. Let your head hang, rag doll.” 



 Monkey mind wonders if my leggings are the see-through kind I read about online. I’m imagining the 

 view, black underwear against soft, peach-colored, dimpled flesh. Would a different color underwear have 

 been a better choice today? 

 “Inhale. Jump or step back to plank.” 

 Monkey mind jumps back to this morning when Mabel was leaving for school. Her blue Herschel 

 backpack was unzipped and all of her binders and loose papers were sticking so far out that I was sure 

 they would fall to the ground as she walked to her car. I wanted to tell her that the back of her (just barely 

 long enough) skirt hem was tucked up into the waistband of her new and completely opaque bike shorts 

 she wears underneath her skirts. Her adolescent glutes and thighs were exposed for all to see. 

 “Hey babe?” 

 “What mom? I have to go.” 

 “I just wanted to tell you that your…” 

 “Ok, I’ve got to go, see you later,” her voice rising at the end. 

 “Ok, I love you,”  as the door slams closed. 

 Through the front window, I watched this child throw her backpack into the passenger seat and start her 

 car while typing furiously into her phone. Will she put it down? She took a sip of coffee from her hot pink 

 Peet’s travel mug that is covered in stickers.  I wondered if she would see our elderly neighbors, Diana 

 and Joe with their sweet dog Daisy on their morning walk, crossing the street in front of her, as she raced 

 to make it to school on time. I saw them both wave to her, I didn’t see if she waved back. 

 My heart got into a car and drove away, and I hope I’ve said the right things, taught her well enough so I 

 never get that call from the highway patrol. 



 Plank hurts so much today. My whole body is shaking. I want to put my knees down. Sweat is dripping 

 onto my mat and I wish this would end. 

 “Remember, the pose starts when you want to get out of it,” Mary says. 

 Monkey mind wonders, is that also where parenting starts, when you want to get out of it? 

 Suddenly monkey mind takes me back to the time I wanted to leave baby Mabel in the bushes. We laugh 

 about it now, but it wasn’t funny at the time. I remember being awestruck by her silhouette, the shape of 

 her forehead and how it met the curve of her nose. I remember trying to draw it. Pictures never quite 

 captured her peach fuzz and glowing skin. Those perfect curves, I couldn’t believe there was such 

 perfection in this world, and she was mine. There was nothing more beautiful than that baby when she 

 was asleep. 

 But she went through a long phase where it felt like she never slept. After weeks of nothing more than 

 short naps during the night, interrupted by an hour or more of crying without anything calming her down, 

 I broke down and took her to the pediatrician. I was sure she must have an ear infection that could quickly 

 be treated with antibiotics. She needed to sleep. I had things I needed to do and the pace of my 

 unraveling was speeding up. 

 “Well, who do we have here?” Dr. Fowler said every time he walked into the exam room. He was a 

 comforting presence with his graying hair and smile lines around his eyes and mouth. Mabel would always 

 instantly relax in his arms. 

 “What’s your trick?” I remember asking him that day. 

 “What trick?” 

 “She doesn’t know you but she instantly relaxes and looks like she would sleep for hours when you pick 

 her up.” 

 “Well, I’ve had a lot of practice. And she’s such a darling girl.” 



 She is a darling girl. A darling girl who never sleeps. 

 “What’s going on with Mabel today?” 

 “She isn’t sleeping. I feel like she must have an ear infection or something that is keeping her awake. I 

 really don’t know how much more of this I can take.” I told him. 

 “She falls asleep but then wakes up only a few minutes later and can’t be consoled. This has been going 

 on for weeks.” 

 “Well, let me take a look,” he said as he peered into her ear. 

 My rage started to take shape once I got out of the office, that familiar red hot ache coming alive, deep 

 inside my chest. 

 He had said, “Well, she looks perfect to me. No sign of any infection or irritation anywhere. You are doing 

 a good job. Some babies just don’t need much sleep. Try to sleep when she sleeps.” 

 I got a lot of advice before she was born and this was at the top of the list. I was counting on getting 

 some work done while she slept. I thought babies slept all the time but I could barely remember the last 

 two sentences I had written. Oh sure, I’d hop right into bed when I had a dissertation to write, a stack of 

 dirty dishes in the sink, clothes to wash and a shower that would have to wait. 

 Monkey mind snaps back to class when Mary says, “With an inhale, bring your right knee to your nose 

 and then step your right foot between your hands, runner’s lunge. Engage your left leg, feel the strength 

 in your body. Keep your hips level and pointing forward. Raise your hands above your head and take a 

 slight backbend. Reach. Open your heart and breathe.” 

 Open my heart. I feel a stretch across my chest that takes my breath away and feel something crack in my 

 back.  I search for a time when my heart has felt open. Lately my heart has mainly been aching. Aching for 

 something missing, or maybe something that never was. 



 “With an exhale, bring your hands to frame your front foot and step back into plank,” Mary says. 

 Oh my god not another plank. 

 “Now let’s do the other side. Step your left foot between your hands. Back to runner’s lunge. Hands high, 

 another slight backbend. You may notice uncomfortable memories or feelings arising in this pose. It’s 

 perfectly natural. We hold a lot of trauma in our hips and this pose tends to release it. Acknowledge any 

 thoughts that arise and then let them go. Quiet your monkey mind,” She says to our breathless and 

 sweaty class. 

 “Focus on your breath.” 

 And sure enough, monkey mind races back to the “bush incident” as we like to call it now. 

 “Oh, babies go through phases like this. She must be teething, or it’s gas, or maybe she’s allergic to the 

 detergent you use,” my mother-in-law had said when I tried to open up about how things were really 

 going. 

 I remember that day so clearly. I had just brushed my teeth and washed my face, Mabel was sleeping, 

 and I was just sitting down at the computer. I just needed one hour and I knew I could make so much 

 progress. John had recently been transferred “temporarily” to a jobsite out of state. He said it would only 

 be for three months. He would come home on weekends. He said it would be fine. Babies sleep a lot. 

 And then, just as I was getting back to my paper, Mabel woke up and started to cry.  I thought, ok, 

 enough of this, somehow all of the humans you see everyday survived childhood. Their mothers got 

 through this phase.  We are going out for a walk. We need some air. We need to get out of this dingy 

 apartment with its stained white couch and dying houseplants and sagging curtains. I made her a bottle 

 of formula, hearing my mother-in-law’s voice in my head, 

 “She won’t be as smart if you don’t breastfeed her.” 

 I tried everything, herbal remedies, two different lactation consultants, nothing helped my milk supply. 



 At my last visit with the lactation consultant she had said, “it’s rare, but I think you are one of those 

 women who just can’t produce breast milk. Have you heard of wet nurses? They have existed for a long 

 time, for exactly this reason. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Formula is a very good option for women like 

 you.” 

 Women like me. Mabel sucked down the formula and I remember putting her in her new stroller, with 

 that gorgeous pink and white blanket her grandmother knitted. 

 I’m drawn back into class as Mary says, “Step back to our last plank of the day and move through a 

 vinyasa at your own pace. Use your breath. Stay present in your movements and we will all meet in 

 downward facing dog.” 

 Mary walks around the class making adjustments. 

 I hear the woman next to me exhale loudly when Mary presses back on her hips to find more space in 

 down-dog. I want more space but Mary does not come to push on my hips. 

 Monkey mind is going full speed ahead and wants me to think more about that beautiful blanket. Her 

 grandmother, my mother-in-law, had made the biggest deal out of that blanket at the baby shower. 

 Brushing off the compliments from the other guests, she had crooned, “It took me no time at all to whip 

 this blanket up. I have been waiting so long for a grandchild and now we are finally going to have one. If 

 Margaret would just quit graduate school, this baby could have a stay-at-home mom,” all the while 

 rubbing my belly. 

 My ankles and legs were so swollen it was more trouble to get up and change chairs so she couldn’t reach 

 me than to put up with her unwanted touch. She had squeezed in next to me even though Kim had 

 planned on sitting there. Kim had been my best friend since high school and totally understood me. 

 Except for the part where I thought it would be no big deal to have a baby during graduate school. How 

 hard could it be? Hard, it is going to be really hard, she had said. She also really didn’t like my 

 mother-in-law. When she saw Barb sit down next to me, in the seat meant for her, Kim scowled in my 



 direction. I tried not to laugh and hoped she would let it go. Kim found another chair and sat, crossing 

 her arms across her freshly pressed silk shirt, gracefully crossing her left leg over her right and bouncing 

 her toe impatiently in front of her. Her leather mules slapped the back of her heel with every tap. 

 It’s true. The blanket was gorgeous. It was a dusty pink and white cotton, with an intricate stitch that 

 swirled and looped in perfect symmetry. I remember my mom’s friends commenting on the gauge of the 

 yarn and wondering what size needles she used as it was passed around the circle.  I could see the light 

 passing through it as it was held up, showing a blurred outline of the guests through the even stitches. 

 “Oh really, it was nothing” she gushed while I cringed. 

 The hairs on my neck stood on end whenever she got into this mood, feeling superior to everyone else. I 

 knew that my mother-in-law still didn’t like me. She still didn’t think I was good enough for her oldest son. 

 When he and I first started dating she called my friends to get their impressions of me, to make sure I was 

 good enough.  He and I had gone to high school together and started dating in college. Our parents had 

 known each other in college but now weren’t in the same social circles. Because my parents didn’t 

 socialize with the country-club families, our family was considered fringe and suspicious. When Barb had 

 called my friends to ask about me, she had asked them if they thought I was too fast and loose and 

 questioned my reputation. I knew this because my friends would call me to tell me about these phone 

 calls and I’d laugh when they told me that they couldn’t imagine being my friend if I wasn’t fast and loose. 

 Kim was the most outraged. 

 “I seriously cannot believe she has the balls to call me and ask me if you are good enough for her son. 

 Really? Mags, he’s barely good enough for you. She definitely doesn’t deserve you,” she had said. 

 “I hope you told her that,” I said as I was cradling my phone to my shoulder, trying to get through my 

 statistics homework. 

 I’m giggling to myself as my mind snaps back to class. 

 Mary says, “Bring your right leg between your hands and rise up into Warrior Two.” 



 I always like this pose. My front leg is bent, back leg is straight and I look a little like I might have just shot 

 a bow and arrow. 

 “Check in with your mind. Has it wandered off? If so, acknowledge the thought and then bring your mind 

 back to your breath,“ Mary says. 

 I work on bringing my thoughts back to my breath but monkey mind  wants to think more about shooting 

 an actual arrow and the reality that I almost broke up with John over those phone calls. Because we lived 

 in such a small town and my mother-in-law took it upon herself to know everyone’s business, she also 

 knew everyone’s phone numbers. But John and I had hit it off fast over a few drinks at a fraternity party. 

 He wasn’t at all like the buttoned up guy I knew in high school. John was smart and funny and easy to talk 

 to and we bonded easily over our passion for the mountains and wanting to get out of our hometown 

 forever. After a whirlwind few months, he told me he loved me exactly because I wasn’t his mother and he 

 didn’t care what his mom thought about me. We made plans to get as far away from her as possible 

 someday. 

 “On an inhale, rotate your body to the side of your mat, both feet facing the same way. Turn your feet out 

 to a 45 degree angle, goddess pose, hands in prayer,” Mary says. 

 I am squatting, trying to get my pelvis tucked under and at the same time, not fall forward. Monkey mind 

 starts to think about goddesses. Is this really their pose? Then again, monkey mind takes me back 16 

 years, thinking about those bushes. 

 Once Mabel and I finally got out the door that day, I remember being struck by the clear blue sky and 

 light breeze. It was a beautiful day. Our apartment was so dark that it took a few minutes for my eyes to 

 adjust to the afternoon sun.  We lived in a dense part of Los Angeles in a condo complex with no parking. 

 It was the kind of place where if you found a good parking spot on the street you would brag about it to 

 friends. 



 Mabel didn’t cry as I got her stroller down the three steps to the sidewalk and as we started off, I began 

 to wonder if I had been delusional about how hard it felt to take care of a newborn. 

 “This is easy. Look at us strolling down the street, enjoying the day. We are out of the house. I have a 

 clean shirt on, Mabel is asleep and I am getting some exercise. Life is good.  I can do this. I can do all of 

 this. I will go home, take a shower, get a grip, and focus on my dissertation. Mabel can entertain herself 

 while I work. I can do this,” I thought to myself as we rolled along. 

 Then halfway into our walk she started to cry. Rejecting her pacifier, she started to wail. Her little face 

 turned beet red, her eyes were pinched closed and her little fists were waving above her head.  My mom 

 would have known exactly how to quiet her down. My mom would always have known what she needed. 

 Somehow, like a superpower, I just knew that she would be able to tell me if Mabel was hungry, if she just 

 needed to burp or if it was something serious. 

 Mabel was inconsolable and we had another 20 minutes before we would be home and that was if we 

 walked fast and caught every light. That’s right when the exhaustion hit me. I knew I would never get my 

 dissertation finished. I’d already asked for two extensions. My advisor had said that was my last one. My 

 eyes ached from the skull out. The sun was too bright through my sunglasses and I started to get 

 disoriented and began to question if I was even walking toward home in the right direction. Tears were on 

 their way. I looked around in a panic for somewhere to sit so I could take her out of the stroller and see if I 

 could get her to stop crying somehow. I didn’t even know if I had a clean diaper. 

 We were on the sidewalk in front of our grocery store mini-mall and that’s when I saw  the big clump of 

 overgrown bushes next to the smoothie place in a whole new way. It looked so cool and quiet, deep in 

 those bushes. I knew I could walk between them without being seen and lay down under their canopy 

 and disappear for a while. Or maybe, I could take Mabel in there with me and put her down on her 

 beautiful blanket in the shade of these bushes and she would quiet down. Then I could go home and get 

 some sleep and come back to get her later. Anyone would see her on that beautiful blanket and know she 

 was loved. I would be right back. 



 “Rise up, straighten your legs and fold over. Take a few breaths. Now let’s make our way onto our backs. 

 Do whatever it is that your body is telling you it needs, and focus on your breath,” Mary says as we are 

 coming to the end of class. 

 I keep thinking about those bushes and how hard it was to push that stroller home. I can still feel the sun 

 on my arms and the bounce of the stroller and see the plastic cup holder, sticky with last week’s smoothie 

 that I never completely wiped out. I remember thinking about all the other mothers that I met at the 

 mommy and me classes, how were they holding all of this together? My mom would have said that they 

 all probably have nannies and aren’t having a hard time with it at all. She would probably be right. 

 Finally, it is time for blessed savasana. I can’t believe there was a time when I was actually thinking of 

 leaving my baby in the bushes. Suddenly that feels like such a long time ago. My eyes are closed, monkey 

 mind is quiet. I can hear birds in the trees outside and feel the weight of my body starting to completely 

 relax into my mat. Mary is spraying something that smells like rosemary and sage, the room smells 

 wonderful. 

 As she passes my mat I hear her whisper, “You are strong. You are enough, You are beautiful.“ 

 I feel my breath catch in my throat and I start to cry the kind of cry in that beautiful, wood floored, open 

 beamed, natural light filled yoga studio filled with other students that can’t be hidden. I try just wiping my 

 eyes with the back of my hands, but that isn’t going to be enough to hold back the flood. I press the back 

 of my hands on my closed eyelids until I can see the light pattern inside my lids. The inside of my nose 

 gets hot and prickly and out gushes all of the emotions that had been stuck or shoved into those dark 

 cubby holes we create and I’d hoped to never see again. I reach for my sweatshirt next to me on the floor 

 and use the sleeve to wipe my nose and cover my face. My chest starts to heave. I can’t catch my breath. 

 It’s coming out in ragged uneven jolts. I can hear the other students starting to shift on their mats and I 

 know I can’t hide from what is going on. 

 Finally Mary calmly calls everyone out of savasana, “Roll to your favorite side, take a breath in your fetal 

 position, and then make your way to a seated position at the front of your mat.” 



 I don’t know what to do. I’m new to this yoga studio. I don’t know any of these people. I have only seen a 

 few of them at other classes I’ve come to but we’ve never spoken. The idea of making eye contact with 

 any of them mortifies me. I have no plan for escape and vow that if I can get out of here I will never come 

 back.  So I roll over to a fetal position, keep my eyes closed and try to focus on my breath. I love a lot 

 about yoga, the attention to the mind, the breath, the fantasy of looking like any one of my yoga 

 teachers, but right now I hate it. I hate it with all of my heart and soul. I prefer my emotions to stay put, 

 right where I shove them. Yoga magically got them moving today and now I am having a breakdown in 

 public. 

 I work my way into a seated position at the front of my mat. My hands are pressed together in prayer and 

 I keep my eyes closed. My breath is evening out but tears are streaming down my cheeks. I just let them 

 run. Mary is saying something nice about the universe or the sacred land or letting things go, I am a 

 wreck. 

 People give me space as we are putting our props back in their places and rolling up our yoga mats and 

 finding our way back to our lives. There is no way I am going to make eye contact with any of them. But I 

 am easily overhearing the conversation between two women who look like they used to play volleyball at 

 CAL  as they slip on their Birkenstocks. I have seen them before. They are talking about how hard it is to 

 have 3 year olds. 

 “Can you believe he wants to ride his bike down the hill behind our house?”, one says to the other as I 

 see her adjusting her ponytail into a top knot out of the corner of my eye. 

 “Imagine how bad it would be if he crashed? Brett crashed last week on his skateboard in our driveway 

 and we had to spend 15 minutes calming him down before we could put the Neosporin on it and finally 

 get a band-aid on”, said the other one. 

 I want to tell parents of 3 year olds. You have no idea what’s coming. I’m glad you are so smug and proud 

 of yourselves for putting on a fucking band-aid. Store all of that self righteousness up, can it, put it in the 



 basement for when times are bleak. You are afraid your son might fall and scrape his knee as he gets used 

 to the big boy bike he got for his birthday. Tomorrow they will be driving away in a car. 

 This heartache, where is it coming from all of a sudden? 

 “Margaret?” Mary gets my attention as I am about to step out the door. 

 I turn to look at her. She is wonderful and calm. I want her to give me a hug. 

 “I am so glad you came to class today. Sometimes our bodies are ready to release emotions and I think 

 you might be surprised how often that happens in yoga classes. I hope that you hold yourself in the light 

 and can process this experience and feel the space that has opened up inside of you.” 

 “Oh thank you,” I say, trying to sound sincere, hoping I don’t look as unhinged as I feel. 

 What the hell was she even talking about? Hold myself in the light? As I get into my car I feel my heart 

 starting to race and my chest tighten. I turn off the radio and try to calm my thoughts. What did I just read 

 this morning about how to cope when anxiety strikes? Is this anxiety? 

 I get so angry when two cars drive through the red light in front of me. I am so angry that my car is 

 almost out of gas. When I get home 10 minutes later,  I am so angry that my husband has told me exactly 

 how to line my little car up with the left side of the garage door so he can easily pull his car out of the 

 garage. We moved into this stupid house two years ago where everything didn’t fit and we had to give so 

 much away, all because he was bored at work and asked to be transferred somewhere new. 

 I try to tell people that parenting feels like a very big band-aid has been stuck to a very hairy part of your 

 body. Imagine it. Imagine the hairiest spot. Now put an extra large band-aid on it and press it down. Seal 

 the edges. That’s where you start as a parent.  At first, the band-aid is just pulled off slowly, so 

 consistently and evenly that you almost don’t notice it. At some point you realize you are getting used to 

 the constant pain.  Then, before you are ready,  before you know what’s coming, it gets ripped off. There’s 

 no time to adjust and it just hurts like hell. 



 At dinner that night I think about telling Mabel about yoga and my breakdown. John is traveling for work 

 again and it’s just the two of us at home tonight. She has recently decided to be a vegetarian, so I try to 

 make interesting vegetable dishes with enough protein although she hates tofu and most beans. I know I 

 don’t have much time with her because most nights she races into the kitchen to eat, then races back to 

 her room as soon as she’s finished. She only sits down with me when I beg. Tonight I beg. 

 I also decide to jump right in. 

 “I had a breakdown during yoga today,” I say, putting my guard up for any sharp edged comment she 

 may make. 

 “Really? What do you mean?” she asks. 

 I timidly decide to continue. 

 “Well, at the end of the class, my teacher came over and said some nice things and that made me cry.” 

 “What things?” 

 “She told me that I am strong, enough, and beautiful,” I tell her as I look at my plate of food, pushing a 

 roasted brussel sprout around with my fork. 

 “And that made you cry?” she asks. 

 “Yes, it was a very nice thing to say.” 

 “But mom, she’s right. You are all of those things.” 

 And I start to cry for the second time today. 



 Every morning consisted of the same 

 routine. In some ways, the monotony 

 granted the weatherman a sort of 

 comfort. It wrapped around him like a 

 shield. If every day were the same, how 

 could anyone see how truly different he 

 was? 

 The weatherman woke up early in the 

 morning to get to work before his peers. 

 It granted him serenity in the early hours 

 before dawn to stroll down 10th Avenue 

 and watch the sun come out of hiding. 

 The morning fog was his favorite trick to do. He would bring it in low and strong, rolling over the hills and 

 filling the city streets. Some mornings he would lay it down so dense that he couldn’t see two steps in 

 front of himself. He had taken every different route possible to get to work. He knew his favorites, and he 

 knew the dependability of the arrival times, and he knew what he could do with each route. The way the 

 fog would reach each bend and curve itself over every hill was well known to him. Every year spent in 

 loneliness granted him a new amount of knowledge. No one could possibly know the city as he did. It 

 spoke to him. Yet still, it was quiet, and he was alone. 

 This morning called for a light mist to accompany the fog, giving hints to the birth of spring. A pour 

 would come down later that afternoon, he decided, beckoning in the rain clouds. The weatherman 

 opened his umbrella as the fine drops began to fall. A soft patter landed in sequence with his steps, as he 

 quickened his pace toward the studio. What a silly tool for him to use, an umbrella, given with a nod of his 

 head the rain could cease entirely over him. Perhaps it humors him to use such a thing, or maybe he is 

 just partial to the invention. A brush of his hand over the fog allowed it to dissipate in front of him, 

 clearing the sidewalk for a hundred feet or so. The sky flooded orange and pink to welcome the sun 



 back into the day. 

 The boy watched the sky change over him. The  streaks of pink in the sunrise turned to yellow and faded 

 into blue. The snow crunched under his boots as he trudged along the sidewalk. The cold creeped under 

 his sleeves and numbed his fingertips. It pinched at his cheeks, and stained his skin crimson. He let out a 

 foggy sigh as the school neared in the distance. 

 The familiar pang entered his stomach. The need to turn around and run away filled his gut. He 

 swallowed the lump forming in his throat and gripped onto the straps of his backpack. His pace slowed 

 outside the gate. He stood still, staring into the school. In he went. 

 The eyes followed him to his desk. Every child’s gaze trailed behind him. The whispers and sideways 

 glances made his ears burn and turn bright red. 

 “Well I heard that he doesn’t even have parents... he was raised by a troll on Mount Diablo,” whispered a 

 girl to her friend. A soft giggle echoed in his ears. He couldn’t understand the things they said about him. 

 He buried his head into his arms and remained quiet. 

 His stomach tied in knots as he fought the rising lump in his throat. The area behind his eyes began to 

 sting and his eyes welled with tears. He exhaled a shaky breath, and abruptly stood. He looked down at 

 his shoes. His peers turned to face him. He ran. 

 The pounding of his shoes on the ground was muffled by the beating of his heart. His lungs screamed for 

 release and he fell to his knees. A shaky sob escaped his lips as he knelt on the ground. That is when the 

 first rain began to fall. It poured over him. He could feel it in his chest, coursing through him. Every cloud 

 had lifted from his shoulders and hung in the sky. The boy ran his hands through his rain soaked hair and 

 looked at the sky. The drops rolled down his cheeks and drenched his clothes. His classmates stood on 

 the sidewalk and stared. They watched him and whispered. 

 The strange quiet boy knelt alone. 



 The city would take the sunshine in and yearn for something else. The weatherman had noticed that they 

 always wanted what they did not have. How often he would hear the people complain about the rain and 

 cold, only for the next seasons to bring grievances with the heat. It became his endless cycle of 

 attempting to please the population, only to fail each time. He could give days of the most desirable 

 weather imaginable: no clouds in the sky, a kind breeze, and no uncomfortable extreme temperatures. 

 Perfect. The weatherman ultimately decided that this was hopeless, however, when after a month of this 

 “perfect” weather, he overheard a woman complaining about how she missed the rain. The next day he 

 put the city in sweltering heat just to spite her. 

 Some days he missed the competition he held with himself, trying to make each day better than the next. 

 Creating new weather had become a bore to him now. No one could possibly understand how each day 

 dragged him. They couldn’t possibly understand how the chore of living wore on him. How could they? 

 They weren’t like him. He was different. The fire burned and popped in the hearth. He stared into the 

 flames until he felt his eyes sting and tears roll down his cheeks. They cooled his skin and neck with a 

 gentleness he didn’t quite understand. 

 “Stand up,” his father barked at him. “You won’t learn to control what you have by sulking into the 

 fireplace.” 

 “I’m sorry sir.” The boy stood up. How young he was to be in such a state of despair. 

 To not know the kindnesses of the world, only its faults. To be outcast by his peers never should have 

 upset him. To be a freak of nature was a gift, or so his father had told him. Then why couldn’t he feel 

 grateful? For a long time, he had surrounded himself with people in an attempt to fill the void within. 

 There seemed to be no cure for the loneliness he felt. Day in and day out, he had tried to keep a constant 

 stimulation to fill his life. It was never enough for him. The weatherman had long ago come to a sort of 

 consensus. A stiffening conclusion that had once wrung his gut with despair. It had twisted him so deeply 

 that he didn’t stop the rain for months. This conclusion: He was alone. Utterly alone. 



 “You are just different,” his mother had said. Different. Sure. He could make it snow in July but he was just 

 “unique.” 

 The words his mother used to describe him always irked him. He didn’t really want to be different or 

 unique, he wanted to be like the other kids. He had an undeniable strength but it just made him feel 

 weak. 

 The months it rained were dreadful. The city had almost forgotten the sun, it had grown to know only the 

 thunderstorms. The playgrounds filled with mud, and so much water clogged the streets that there might 

 as well have been a ferry in place of the bus. Almost every day seemed to get worse. He would remember 

 his own aloneness every moment and it would shock him again and again. 

 When he came to his senses after the rain, the weatherman made a decision and the clouds cleared. The 

 only way he could live with his loneliness would be to embrace solitude. If a busy society could not grant 

 him the answer to his loneliness, nothing probably could. It might not have made sense to the average 

 person, but he was not the average person, after all. By removing himself from the things that had once 

 comforted him, maybe the weatherman could finally truly see what he was meant to live for. 

 So, he packed up his things and moved. As far away from the city as he could. Off the coast of a very very 

 small town, was a lighthouse. The lighthouse, the weatherman had decided, would be his home. He took 

 to the lighthouse with admiration for what it symbolized to him. It stood with an air of grandiosity and 

 seemed to show off its lonesome. Nothing stood near it, because nothing would compare if it did. The 

 exterior was streaked with red and white, starkly contrasting against the gray coastal sky. The air was filled 

 with a mist that stung the weatherman’s nose, a pungent and thick mix of sea salt and fish. It was cold and 

 quiet. There was nowhere else where the weatherman could possibly be more physically alone. Yet, he 

 did not feel the loneliness anymore. At least he didn’t feel it in the same way it had hung over him before. 

 Seemingly, it had fallen behind him. He only wondered when it could possibly catch up. 

 The nights came with a darkness that swept away everything. Looking out into the sea at night was as if 

 you had simply closed your eyes. The only thing that broke up the darkness was the sweeping light from 



 the weatherman’s tower. It swept back and forth over the empty ocean, night after night. The light glinted 

 off the waves and blinked over the rocks hundreds of feet away from the shore. Sometimes he wondered 

 if there was any real job behind living in this lighthouse because of the lack of boats. He hadn’t seen a 

 single one pass by or come into the harbor. The weatherman would sit and watch the harbor for hours, 

 keeping a vigilant eye open for any sign of life. 

 One night, the weatherman drew a storm over the harbor. His goal was to cease the boredom that had 

 begun creeping over him. The clouds gathered in anticipation over the harbor. With nightfall, the moon 

 seemed to have vanished under the darkened clouds. A fine drizzle began to patter into the sea. The 

 drops collected on the glass and ran down as more water began to collect. He brought the rain down 

 harder onto the ocean. The lighthouse filled with the sound of rain pounding on the rooftop. He let out a 

 taunting laugh, and an echo of thunder grumbled in the distance. With a deafening clap, lightning lit up 

 the sky. In the flash of light, the weatherman saw a figure dancing over the waves. Then the night went 

 dark once more. Moments passed and an eerie silence filled the lighthouse cabin as the weatherman 

 stared out into the night in disbelief. The light from the lighthouse swept over the waves and again the 

 woman was illuminated. 

 In a panicked confusion, the weatherman bounded down the stairs of the lighthouse. This woman could 

 die as quickly as she had appeared in such a terrible storm. His boots slammed into the sand, and he 

 squinted into the darkness. Another flash of lightning illuminated the night and he watched the woman 

 turn in his direction. The darkness of the night enveloped him again. He shouted into the void of the sea. 

 The pounding of the waves and thrum of the downpour drowned out any response that could have been. 

 With a wave of his arm, the weatherman cleared the clouds away and willed the night to be still. 

 Silence filled the misty air as the weatherman held his breath. The beam of light from the tower swept 

 over the waves once more. But the horizon was empty. The woman was gone. Weeks passed by slowly 

 and painfully, as the weatherman searched every night for the woman on the water. She danced in his 

 dreams and plagued his every waking thought. The interruption of his solitude cast him into despair and 



 regret. Maybe he could have saved her. If he hadn’t made the storm that night, maybe she would have 

 survived. 

 Maybe she would have survived. 

 Guilt rose to anger and broke him. He sobbed into the dead of night and cursed his own greed. The 

 greed that had driven him to this damned lighthouse. He imagined her again. The impossibility in her 

 being. The way she seemed to be made of the waves that took her. Unanswered questions rumbled in his 

 mind awaiting an answer. 

 “What have you done??” His father screamed from the sidewalk. The winds shrieked and howled. The 

 young weatherman stood frozen in shock. His mother lay in a mangled heap on the pavement. The rain 

 pelted down, the water streaking into the gutter was stained bright red. 

 When the sun rose that morning, a fog rolled in with it. It blanketed the sand and drew a curtain over the 

 windows. The weatherman stood at the edge of the tide and sighed. His boots felt heavy as they cleared 

 fog away with each step. The fog rolled away from him as he patrolled the beach. With a huff he cleared 

 the next hundred feet. His eyes grew wide as he looked at what he did. A figure lay in the sand. She was 

 twisted partly into the cloud that began to roam over her body once more. 

 The water splashed into the weatherman's boots as he ran to the woman. She lay at an awkward angle, 

 the tide pulling at her limbs and dragging her limp body over the sand. There was no one around for 

 miles to call for help. He hoisted her up by her waist and threw her over his shoulder to take her inside. 

 He could feel her heartbeat against his shoulder. Could it really be possible that she was alive? 

 He had killed her. The storm was his doing, and she had been out there. The winds were too strong and 

 the rain too much to even stand in. When she had fallen, it was his fault. The weatherman took her in. She 

 could stay here indefinitely if she so pleased. But the questions arose. All he wanted in return was an 

 explanation. 



 “I am like you,” she had said. The weatherman felt his breath catch in his chest. He stared at the woman. 

 It was impossible. But he remembered her among the waves. Defying the laws of the universe he knew, 

 just as he did when he ceased the rain with a thought. I am like you. The sentence rang in his ears as 

 everything he understood fell apart. He was not alone. 

 She came from the waves. In the night she would pull the tide away from the sand and lift the ocean from 

 the floor. The large waves would rock against the sides of the lighthouse and take the power out. On 

 these nights the weatherman would bring lightning to the sky and watch her in the flashes of light as she 

 danced across the top of the water. In a magnificent stupor, she would create huge waves and pull them 

 loudly back down onto themselves. A symphony of thunder and crashing waves filled the nights. When 

 the morning came she would tuck the shore back under the blanket of the tide and return to the land. He 

 would clear the skies for the sun and bask in the colors of the sunrise streaming into the day. 

 For a year they lived like this. The lighthouse had built a bridge between their worlds. The sea and sky 

 joined in the embrace of the horizon. But he began to long for more. Her companionship had held it in 

 for some time but the facade in his mind had started to slip. The lonely feeling had finally caught up to 

 him again. 

 “Are there others?” He had asked one morning. 

 “No.” 

 The first conversation ended as all the other ones did. With her wrung dry response biting at his juvenile 

 hopes. 

 In truth, she had searched. She had been carried by the ocean to the corners of the Earth and had come 

 up dry. A rage had consumed her and pulled her into a fit for many years. A hurricane built within her and 

 released itself to the world as she grieved her hopes. 



 So she wandered the world in a haze, letting her grief subside and live within her. She could see the same 

 storm building in the weatherman’s eyes. A hurricane in his mind that would take out everything they had 

 built. His longing twisted around him, ensnaring his thoughts. 

 Greed began to consume him. It wasn’t long before he ripped at her calm nature and insisted more upon 

 more. Curious questions had turned into shouting demands for answers. She withdrew. A rift formed in 

 the horizon. 

 Acceptance had become the impossible part of grief. Anger and depression overwhelmed him. He had 

 done the bargaining: contemplating the what if ’s and if only’s. But acceptance would not come. How 

 could he possibly accept what he had done? When the rift fractured and broke open into a gaping crack, 

 they both recognized defeat. The solidarity they once had no longer held. 

 “So this is it then?” he said. She just looked at him blankly. A million words could not impress the 

 changes he needed to find. She took back to the sea when nothing else could be done. 

 The funeral ended in a grim silence. The people shuffled out of the cemetery and into their cars. They 

 could drive away from the woman that now lay in her grave. They could leave her there and go home. But 

 the boy could not bear to go. The lingering smell of the fresh earth filled his nostrils. The flowers that lay 

 atop the casket reeked with a sickenly sweet perfume. 

 The boy watched his father fold his hands and look at the ground. The air became thick with the shared 

 grief, and the tang of guilt hung on the boy’s shoulders. His father cast his final glance at the casket and 

 turned away. The boy stood, alone. 



 “We need to be careful in our approach to 

 this election. Our last guy was such a 

 character.” 

 “A character? One could say he was perfect. 

 All those antics keep the people distracted.” 

 The word distracted was enough to silence 

 the massive room. It was always the priority to 

 keep the masses distracted. The meeting 

 table had very few refreshments but the area 

 was surrounded by enormous screens 

 displaying all sorts of data. Each screen had its 

 section, some displaying maps, some 

 displaying certain goods and services. It was as if the prototypical secret lair from all the spy/superhero 

 movies was built for these people. The technology seemed future-esque, very advanced for the period. 

 The massive room was only populated by 5 people with stern looks on their faces. These five people, 3 

 men and two women each looked at each other with respect. Each of the five people was identified by a 

 single letter. In total, there were Mr. X,  Mr. N, Mr. E, Ms. B, and Ms. D. 

 “Too many countries had to intervene with the last buffoon. We need someone that could be a little 

 quieter.” 

 “Do we already have the pool of candidates ready?” asked Mr. X. There was never a de facto leader 

 among the five, but there was one who usually had the most confident voice and tended to speak first. 

 “Of course we do. But I must insist that we need someone from humble beginnings and someone who 

 speaks with kindness and pride. A soft but confident voice.” Ms. B is always the first to come up with 

 ideas. 

 “Shall we take a look at them?” asked Mr. X. 



 Without an answer, Mr. X pointed a remote to one main screen in front of everyone and three faces were 

 shown. There was one woman and two men. One man, Reginald Harrington, was a straight-faced 

 republican. Although he did not come with all the excitement of the last candidate he still carried some 

 very conservative beliefs. He was sharp as a tack and a safe option, as he did have some intellect. The 

 other candidate, Cynthia Bradford was a democrat with experience in the Senate. She had worked hard to 

 become in the place she was but her first job in the government was being an intelligence officer for the 

 CIA. There were many leaks from her operations and too many American people just did not seem to 

 trust her as a candidate. Finally, there was Alvin Johnson, a Democrat senator from the south. He was a 

 little young but impressionable and there were no glaring flaws. The only problem is that he has not had 

 the pleasure of meeting the five people in the room. This was a little unorthodox, backing a client that is 

 totally in the dark. Each of the members took their time studying each candidate using the different 

 monitors they had at their disposal. After some time, Mr. X tapped the table. 

 “Are we nearing our final decision? The United States presidential race should not have taken this long.” 

 “Well, what can we say? This round of candidates is very intriguing. Each has its redeeming qualities.” 

 replied Ms. B. “We want to back Bradford since this primitive country has not had a female leader. Ms. D 

 nodded in agreement. 

 Mr. N took the helm and spoke in a clear voice, “I like Johnson. He’s got some spirit in him. I want a man 

 built with the stuff he got. The room turned to Mr. E, the oldest in the group. 

 “My vote will be whatever X says. I don’t have a dog in this fight.” 

 Mr. X almost said with a grin and no hesitation. “My apologies, ladies. But I too have to go with Johnson. 

 I think he’s got the candor to win the heart of everyone. And with a man like that in our pocket, we can 

 execute our will.” 

 ~1 month later~ 

 It was the last day of election season and Johnson had taken a staggering lead in the polls. His entire staff 

 was a little shocked but overjoyed. Morale in the office was at an all-time high as everyone seemed to be 



 excited to be a part of such a campaign. Johnson was an underdog through the election but more leaked 

 reports caused Bradford to drop out. It seemed that country wanted out of the republican hole especially 

 after previous recordings were released that highlighted Harrington’s conservative beliefs. 

 “You are gonna pull this off,” said Johnson’s campaign manager. 

 “I am.” Johnson could not believe it himself during the entire campaign. He kept checking his phone to 

 see if he is dreaming. However, when his manager was congratulating him on his inevitable win, Johnson 

 was not surprised at all. Earlier in the month, he got an official letter from the white house asking him to 

 meet in a secure location in Washington D.C. He assumed it was some vetting process for future 

 candidates, but he was ushered into a maze of halls to be escorted down an elevator. In a room, he sat 

 down, and five faces appeared in front of the screen. 

 “Hello, Mr. Johnson. We have assessed your file and competency to run as president of this country. We 

 believe the next president should be you. Once you become inaugurated we will contact you again to 

 carry out certain tasks for us. If you have any qualms about working with us, please drop out of the race 

 now. Otherwise, carry on with your campaign as if this meeting never happened. I am sure you will have 

 many questions, and they will be answered throughout your term. Congratulations.”  The screens went 

 black and Johnson was escorted out of the building. He thought of this during this day of election season 

 and every day before that as well. He had a million questions with no one to answer. He asked his 

 manager. 

 “Do you ever get existential dread or mid-life crisis, you know, question your life, purpose, does it matter, 

 etc?” 

 “You’re asking me at the wrong time, buddy,” his manager replied, referring to the massive workload 

 ahead. 

 “All right, I’ll come back to you in 4 years.” 

 “8” 



 “Right,” said Johnson with a grin. 

 ~6 months later~ 

 President Johnson just boarded Air Force One from a tedious and very long meeting in Saudi Arabia to 

 discuss potential oil affairs between them and the United States. If negotiations were trending towards a 

 deal, gas and oil prices would drop significantly in the west. Talks had been going on for months with 

 both sides stalling to reach a deal. These months had been very hectic for the oil and gas industry, as gas 

 prices surge and are very volatile. The country was running on fumes, as renewable energy was sparsely 

 used. There was much pressure riding on these final talks, yet Johnson seems unnaturally cool. 

 He entered his room and office, shut the door, turned on the stereo, made himself a whisky, and kicked 

 off his shoes. In his second year of presidency, his demeanor is the opposite of the stone-faced 

 business-only man. His whole cabinet can not seem to find out why and gossip constantly. His family was 

 even curious, as to how the President of the United States looked as calm and collected as any other job. 

 President Johnson was a very rare black congressman in the state of Georgia where he fought oppression 

 and racism in the south. He came from a poor background with a single mother. To say he worked hard 

 was an understatement. He thought of his humble beginnings as he made himself comfortable in the 

 room. 

 His assistant knocked on the door to give him the schedule for tomorrow. He handed it to him gingerly 

 and decided to not make a quip on the president's nightly drinking habit. After all, it is very illegal to 

 drink in Saudi Arabia. "Make sure to shut the door behind you," Johnson beamed. His assistant complied. 

 He nursed his whisky carefully and went over the schedule for tomorrow. He then went for a quick stroll 

 around his floor making sure no one was in the hall. The lights were shut off and everyone seemed to be 

 on the main floor, huddled with their laptops or catching some needed rest. 

 Johnson then hurried back into his room and locked the door. He then pressed a button and the room 

 was transformed into a soundproof box, with a barricade on the door and one single TV with a keyboard 

 and mouse. Johnson booted up the system and was immediately alerted to a video call. The screen 

 showed theFive. They looked fit and young, yet their stern faces showed no emotions. One spoke in a 



 deep tone, "The oil deal will stall for a month since we still need some major corporations to dissolve. 

 Will this be a problem for you?" Johnson replied with a "No." The call was ended and the room was 

 transformed. While rather brief, the embargo was the only pertinent news of the week. 

 Johnson had worked so hard his whole life to prepare him for this, a job with infinite power and many 

 responsibilities. However, the Five explained in the beginning that the work was already done for him, he 

 just had to look good for the people. They looked ordinary to the average person but these five people 

 are the ones who hold the key to the entire world. Every major world event that had happened was from 

 a decision made by these very five people. Their hands were in every pie and their eyes are in every 

 sphere of the world. Johnson thought this every time he met with them, always on his mind. He decided 

 he would be obedient for now, as being the president was a little fun. But he always had questions and of 

 course reservations but the Five always assured him that they knew the best course of action. And they 

 did, surprisingly. But Johnson had questions every time they met. They gave him answers when they 

 could, but it was always vague and left Johnson always wanting for more but they of course would never 

 deliver. 

 Johnson decided to get drunk for tonight. He had nothing else on his schedule for tonight and tomorrow 

 was his birthday. It luckily fell on the weekend, and he got to have the whole weekend for himself and his 

 family. It was his first weekend free of stress for the last couple of months. He finished his drink as the 

 plane went through the last stages of the flight. 

 Fireworks popped in the sky and the live band was blaring some old-fashioned rock and roll and Johnson 

 took a champagne flute to enjoy his 50th birthday. He decided that he would only have two drinks of 

 champagne this night after having a grand time to himself. He was enjoying the party as his wife, Carla, 

 soon approached him. 

 “Are you having another drink? I know you drink on those flights. I told you, you need to keep that in 

 check.” His wife, Bella had a scowl on her face as her husband mustered a smile in case someone was 

 watching. 



 “Honey, I can promise you, this will be my last one tonight.” Johnson decided to step away from his wife 

 to avoid a scene and enjoy his party. He took a walk around, waving hi to his various donors and 

 politicians scattered around the party. He stopped near the dock when a man looked to catch his 

 attention 

 “Excuse me, Mr. President.” Hello, Chris Carlisle. A pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand, and he 

 and the President shook. Carlisle, one of the world’s richest people, had a net worth north of 100 billion. 

 The venue of the birthday event was one of Carlisle hotels. The president has expected to run into him at 

 this event, as they were able to clear their schedule with no hesitation. “Do you have a moment to discuss 

 some things?” The president replied with a yes and they were led into the main hall. He expected the talk 

 to commence there but Carlisie insisted on going up to the private penthouse. When they went inside, 

 the President told security to wait near the elevator so they talked privately. As soon as they were clear, 

 Carlisle changed from a suave expression to a worried one. 

 “So are you the new puppet?” he asked with a hint of disappointment. 

 The president was almost surprised before he opened his mouth but first decided to study the man 

 before him. 

 “The five are different than what you think. Those geezers up there are all right as far as I am concerned. 

 They got me rich because I managed to help one of their guys out after a drunken night. These people, 

 they're out to help us. 

 “I can’t help to think you're full of it Carlisle.” They made you rich, of course, you will say whatever they 

 will want you to say. 

 “No, you don't understand. These guys, they're not human. They have an insane life span. It's like 

 thousands of years. And they're like super-geniuses, basically to the point where they can like predict 

 what's going to happen next.” 

 Johnson was as surprised as he had ever been. 



 “So they’re aliens who decided to run earth? Where do they come from? What's their motivation?” 

 “I’m sure you have a million questions but I don't have the answer to any of them.” 

 Johnson was not surprised by this answer at all. Answers to questions have been avoided at all costs. It 

 was at this point his anger had taken hold of him. Carlisle noticed this and reassured him, “They will have 

 a meeting with you to explain some things, down the line.” 

 “How would you know?” 

 “Because they told me personally. They wanted me to disclose the information to you tonight. Maybe it 

 will boost some morale considering how much you are in the dark. That is all I can say to you for now.” 

 Carlisle left quickly. 

 Johnson decided to take a walk around his birthday party. He decided to pick up another drink when his 

 wife noticed him gulping it down. He saw the rage enter her eyes and there was nothing Johnson could 

 do but be escorted into a room and get lectured. 

 “At this point, I am just confused. We have talked forever about how much you worked for this job, and 

 how it will be the challenge of your career, but all I see you do is drink. It does not make sense to me. 

 “What do you want me to say? That I am doing such a great job I have some extra time to kill? 

 “I just want some explanation, there has to be something going on!” 

 Johnson looked at his wife with the same exasperated look he gives when he cannot produce an answer. 

 At this point, he did not care too much about his wife’s confusion, she was in the same boat as him. She 

 left the room. Johnson took another swing from his drink when another woman approached him. 

 “Is she giving you a hard time? I’m sure having one of the hardest jobs in the country can cause some 

 strain in the marriage.” 

 “No, I’m just being difficult, that’s all. How are you, Ms. Bradford? The CIA treating you right?” 

 Johnson had not seen Bradford since the election. 



 “I’m not sure they would know how if it hit them in the head. Listen, if you wanna talk about the stress 

 from the job, I am always a call away.” She handed him her card. 

 In Johnson’s third year of his presidency, his relationship with the Five was still problematic and vague. 

 Most of his questions were not answered and ignored. The job of being president became both more 

 challenging and easier for him at the same time. It was easier as the Five have mapped out the rest of his 

 candidacy and added to the fact that Johnson has decided not to run for a second term. It was 

 challenging to hide the facade from his wife and peers. At this point, their relationship was on the rocks. 

 Between the late hours spent in the office, and the secrets piling up Johnson had continued his drinking. 

 What also contributed to the deterioration was the meetings with Bradford. Soon after, Bradford 

 reintroduced herself at his party they became meeting again. Mostly, their discussions were about the 

 Five. 

 Johnson learned that the CIA had vast knowledge of the Five and their range of power. She says the CIA 

 was one of the first organizations to be created for the Five to remain a secret. They have essentially 

 wiped all whistleblowers from existence. Johnson would sometimes ask Bradford in their meetings,” Is 

 anything real?” Bradford would just respond with a smirk. 

 “Why do you think history started becoming juicy after the CIA was established? The world wars were an 

 example of mistakes made by the Five’s choices. They were just getting started with the modern world in 

 the 1900s, and apparently, all this technological boom caused too many problems to solve. But the Five 

 learn from their mistakes for the most part.” Bradford was just as excited as Johnson to give him the 

 answers as he was receiving them. One would say she is a little bitter about not being chosen for the 

 candidacy and they would be partially right, but it also turns out Bradford is developing a crush. 

 Johnson would return from these meetings enthralled, as he finally got most of the answers he was 

 longing for. His drinking lessened and he was anxious less. 

 As the presidency went on, Johnson and the Five met now and then for a checkup and status updates. 

 Johnson made sure to keep his expressions to how he was in the first meetings to not raise any suspicion. 

 But Johnson could not help but wonder if they knew what he knew. In their latest meeting on 



 environmental degradation, the CIA was brought up. Johnson decided to probe, asking the Five direct 

 questions about the CIA. He felt like he could almost see a smirk appear on Mr.X’s face. 

 “They are a great asset to this country”, said Mr. N. 

 That very night, he was meeting Bradford for drinks and one thing led to another, and Bradford was 

 spending the night in one of the White House’s secret rooms. When Johnson climbed into bed, Carla 

 smelled the perfume immediately. There was nothing Johnson could say to his wife but watch her leave. 

 The next morning, Johnson had discovered Bradford’s lifeless body. A classified message from Mr. X read 

 Bradford overstepped the boundaries.  Johnson was devastated,  and could not hide his depression. It 

 seemed like being the president was a tough job after all. 



 Emma brought the package inside the house 

 carefully, glancing up and down the street as she 

 did. Seeing no one, she went inside, closed the 

 front door and then promptly ripped open the 

 box. She should’ve stopped what she was doing, 

 waited until it was time and been responsible. 

 She should’ve, but she didn’t. She just couldn’t 

 help it. 

 Emma separated the flaps with undeserving 

 anticipation. She was hoping for another book, 

 like one of the past Lost Boxes had been. Instead 

 she was greeted by a white mound of packing pellets. She plunged her hand into the box, and pulled out 

 a picture frame. Emma examined it with a puzzled expression. The frame was a square of dark brown 

 textured to mimic the bark of a tree. The back was plain and black with a piece attached to it that folded 

 out so someone could prop it up on a shelf. It wasn’t the frame itself though, that left Emma confused. It 

 was what it held behind its clear glass pane. 

 # 

 Emma was oddly happy when an old gray car sputtered into the driveway of 574 Bayside Lane. No,  happy 

 hadn’t been quite the right word.  Contented  was far  better. She had flown almost 1,600 miles, and then 

 she had walked and drove to get here.  She was definitely too tired to be happy. Emma stepped out of 

 the car to get a better view of the address on the garage attached to the building. She checked her 

 phone to make sure the numbers matched what her brother had texted. They did, thankfully, so she 

 lugged her heavy gray suitcase from the trunk to the porch. She had wanted to buy a new suitcase for the 

 trip, but her mother had told her it would be a waste of money. She could just use the one she took to 

 college. As always, mother was right. 



 Emma pulled out the carbineer that had all her keys on it.  Which one was the house key he had mailed 

 her?  She had labeled it, but it was hard to find any one key amid the 30 she owned.  Had her collection 

 really reached 30 already?  She had started it a few months ago, and stray keys were harder to find than 

 she had thought. Emma recounted as she thumbed through them.  She actually had 29 keys, but one had 

 a green  B  on it for  Brian  . She took it off the carbineer,  put it into the lock on the front door and turned it. 

 Surprisingly it unlatched the first time. Doors and locks often didn’t work right for her, and Brian had 

 mentioned that the doors on his place were often kind of finicky.  That was okay. She could manage. 

 Emma stepped inside the building, forgetting her old suitcase. She breathed a deep breath and exhaled 

 in a long sigh. 

 As soon as she entered the house, Emma needed to do some exploring. She looked in every room, 

 admiring the furniture, the paintings and even the plants. She glanced in the guest bedroom that was 

 apparently being used as an art studio, but didn’t go in, not wanting to disturb the well balanced easel 

 and the open containers of paint. Ruining the carpet was the last thing she needed. Emma said hello to 

 Smudges and poked her figure though the bars of his cage to stroke one of his brown spots.  He wasn’t 

 very thrilled to meet her. She rolled her eyes and in her head added guinea pigs to the list of things that 

 disliked her. Finally she examined the kitchen, and saw a note had been left for her on a sheet of 

 notebook paper.  She read: 

 Hi Emma! 
 Thanks again for helping out on such short notice. Good thing we were able to convince  Kacey  Mom to 
 let you do this. 
 I left some groceries in the fridge and pantry. Since I won’t be back for a while feel free to use them. 
 The TV has the standard cable channels. The Wi-Fi password is on the other side of this note. 
 If you need anything, text or call me. I might not have reception where I am but it’s worth a try. 
 Smudges’ food is in the master closet. He gets fed 1/8 of a cup once a day. Clean his habitat and replace 
 his hay every week. 
 One last important thing: if I get any packages, bring them inside but don’t open them! 
 Thanks again! 
 Brain 

 The underlined line seemed a little odd to Emma, but she decided to let it go. After all, she didn’t know 

 her brother that well. Maybe he enjoyed underlining things. She left the note where it was on the counter 



 and opened the refrigerator. After quickly finding something to eat, she sat in a chair and dove into the 

 latest book she was reading. She completely forgot the important thing she had promised to do. 

 # 

 Emma stared at the picture frame. Beneath the glass was a piece of faded paper. It looked to be about 5 

 inches wide.  She read the words on it, written neatly in black ink. There was something about the writing 

 that was strange.  She couldn’t put her finger on it. Emma put the frame back in the box and put that with 

 the other packages in the master bedroom. She did know one thing: she was going to find who was 

 leaving the Lost Boxes. 

 # 

 The day after she arrived, Emma was ready to head to the beach. She was happy to house sit for Brian, 

 but she also figured it wasn’t wrong to enjoy some of what California had to offer. She had gathered all 

 the supplies and was locking the door when she saw a woman running toward her. The woman had red 

 hair and wore a pastel blue sun hat. In her right hand, she held some sort of small tool. She was excitedly 

 waving with the other. Emma should’ve turned to face the stranger, asked if she could help her, and then 

 calmly gone on her way. She should’ve, but she didn’t. She just couldn’t help it. Emma quickly put the key 

 back in the door, twisting it one way then the other. She couldn’t deal with talking to anyone right now. 

 Whoever this person was, whatever they needed, they could wait. If Emma could look like she had just 

 gotten home, or better yet could get inside, the woman likely wouldn’t bother her. She pushed the door, 

 but it didn’t budge. She tried again. The door still wouldn’t yield. The woman was pretty close now. 

 Emma heard her calling, “Wait! Wait!” 

 Emma tried the lock again and finally the deadbolt disengaged. She opened the door, and was about to 

 step through it, when the woman called to her from the driveway. 

 “Wait!  Excuse me!” the woman said as Emma was forced to turn toward her. 

 “Yes.”  Emma replied, “Um…ah...Can I help you?” 



 “I wanted to return this,” the woman said, holding up a trowel and gasping a little, “to Brain Garner. He 

 gave it to me a while ago but I got one in one of my Lost Boxes.  It was missing for a while.  Anyway, I 

 don’t need it anymore and I saw someone coming out of his house so I thought I would bring it back.” 

 The woman smiled then took a second to catch her breath. 

 “Oh, uh, thanks.” was all Emma could manage. The woman was talking very fast and it was hard to 

 understand what she was trying to say. Something about returning something. Emma stepped forward. 

 “I haven’t seen you before.”  the woman went on,  “Are you a friend or relative?  I have a lot of relatives 

 and they’re scattered all over.  I even have a cousin as far north as Alaska.  He says he likes the weather up 

 there but I think…” 

 “I’m his sister.” Emma said mumbling, “I mean Brian’s.  I’m Brian’s sister.” She reached a hand out, hoping 

 to get the yard tool, end this conversation and get back to what she was doing. 

 “Oh that’s great!  I didn’t know he had a sister but I never really knew him that well to be honest and…” 

 Emma took the trowel out of the woman’s hand and spoke before she could start up again. 

 “Yes, uh, thanks again. Nice to meet you.” 

 “It was nice to meet you too!  I’m Nora by the way. Nora Pecks. I actually live two houses down so feel 

 free to pop by anytime.  I’d be happy to…” 

 Emma was already at the door by the time Nora had finished this latest spiel.  Uttering a quiet “thanks.”, 

 she shut the door with a thump and dropped her beach bag. 

 # 

 Smudges wasn’t moving. It had been a week after Emma had arrived and she needed to clean his cage. 

 She had watched plenty of videos online about cage maintenance.  Unfortunately, none had covered the 

 first step: getting the guinea pig out. She had first tried to pick him up, but received only a bite mark for 



 her efforts. She had then tried to lure him. She set his cage on the ground in the backyard and placed a 

 trail of his food leading to the grass. He ignored it. Emma then raided the fridge and tried every fruit and 

 vegetable she found. Each time he would move forward, sniff the offering, and promptly turn away. 

 Emma was irritated. She hadn’t even gone to the beach yet. She was supposed to be on vacation. Instead 

 she was stuck spending her precious time with the most stubborn animal in the world. She scowled at 

 Smudges. He had his back to her. She should’ve taken a deep breath, calmed down and acted like a 

 mature adult. She should’ve, but she didn’t. She just could help it. Emma stood, lifted the crate off the 

 ground, turned it on its side and shook it out onto the lawn. She then turned, dropped it and glared down 

 at the guinea pig. He sat, startled, in a small pile of hay. She smirked, took the cage inside and went 

 about her task. 

 When she had finished spreading the fresh hay on the habitat floor, Emma gently set it down where 

 Smudges had been. She felt sad about her actions earlier and hoped the thorough job she did cleaning 

 would help to make amends. She looked around the heap of straw, but it appeared Smudges had 

 wandered off. She scanned the rest of the grass without any luck.  It was slowly getting dark. Emma had 

 to find him soon. She knelt and used the flashlight on her phone to continue searching. 

 After looking nonstop for 2 hours, Emma was in a panic. She had combed through every inch of the 

 backyard, under every shrub and tree, and Smudges was nowhere to be found. She had checked most of 

 the house too. This was just great.  What would Brian think?  What would mother think?! She had been 

 trusted to pet sit for her brother, and now had lost his pet. Smudges had probably been taken by a hawk 

 and would never be seen again. She was considering calling Brian or even asking Nora for help when the 

 doorbell rang. Emma stood, wiped her face with her arm and trudged to the door. Perhaps it was the 

 authorities coming to arrest her for cruelty to animals. She would go with them willingly.  She looked 

 through the peephole, but didn’t see anyone. She glanced around the porch and saw a small box. She 

 brought it inside and placed it on the floor.  She slumped down, hung her head and resumed thinking 

 about her situation. 



 Something moved in the corner of her eye. Emma raised her head and noticed the box scooting across 

 the floor. Strange sounds were coming from it as well. She gazed at the package for several moments 

 wondering what might be inside. She vaguely remembered Brian’s note. She should’ve heeded his 

 warning. She should’ve, but she didn’t. She just couldn’t help it. Emma opened the Lost Box to find 

 Smudges staring up at her. 

 # 

 Emma had begun watering the plants. Brian hadn’t asked her to, but she needed something to occupy 

 her mind. It was the evening of the Monday after the ordeal with Smudges. She hadn’t been able to 

 sleep. She was kept awake all night because of the box. Thinking about it. Examining it. Attempting to 

 rationalize it. She had tried to drive it out of her mind using catchy music, TV, and books, but to no avail. 

 She was now attempting to do the same with household tasks. On top of this anxiety, she had the guilt of 

 what she’d put Brian’s beloved pet through. She had spent many hours composing an apology text, 

 skipping Smudges’s magical reappearance. She had finally sent it last night. So far she hadn’t gotten a 

 reply. 

 The doorbell rang. Emma’s heart stopped. Her eyes went wide. She slowly turned toward the door. She 

 was being foolish. It was probably a solicitor or something.  She put on a fake smile to calm herself and 

 walked down the hall. She looked through the peephole. Nothing. Whoever it was had probably left. She 

 had turned away and taken two steps, when the doorbell rang again. Startled, she tore open the door. 

 There was a tall brown box standing there to greet her. 

 She started to close the door, but then she stopped. It was just a box. It couldn’t hurt her. It could even be 

 a normal package. She looked it over, but it didn’t say who it was addressed to. Touching it as lightly as 

 possible Emma lifted the box. It didn’t weigh as much as the last one. Maybe it wasn’t a guinea pig. Don’t 

 be crazy, of course it isn’t.  Emma walked backward and, like a human claw machine, set it on the floor. 

 She slowly opened the top and peered inside, ready to spring back if need be. All that was inside was a 

 book. She reached into the tall box to take it out. She had initially felt a little disappointed, but now that 



 she looked it over her emotions changed. She recognized this book. It was a copy of  The Shining Silver 

 Lake  . It had a well-worn cover. This was her favorite  book when she was young. She had even brought it 

 to camp one summer then wasn’t able to find it when it was time to leave. When she opened to the last 

 page, she saw where she had written her name in pencil.  How could this be?  It had been lost for years. 

 A snippet of her conversation with Nora briefly came back to her. She remembered her talking about a 

 lost thing. Emma strained to remember the exact words. One of my Lost Boxes.  Was that what this was? 

 Was she not the only one getting these packages?  Did Nora know who was sending them?  Emma 

 hesitated for a moment, tossed the book and rushed to grab a coat. 

 # 

 The old gray car rounded the corner onto Bayside Lane. What Emma saw made her slam on the brakes. 

 She had traveled all this way to get a break from it, yet it had followed her here. She closed her eyes and 

 hoped that this was an elaborate trick by the Sand Man and she would wake up back at her apartment. 

 That theory would explain the Lost Boxes too. Emma opened her eyes. It was all still there. She should’ve 

 put the vehicle in park, stepped out of the car and gone to face the problem head on. She should’ve, but 

 she didn’t. She just couldn’t help it. The person on the porch turned and pointed at Emma. The others’ 

 eyes followed the gesture. Emma waved weakly in response. She got out via the driver-side door and 

 walked toward the police car. 

 # 

 “I don’t know. Guess I don’t think about it much.” Nora said then took a sip of tea.  Emma ran to her 

 house and knocked on the door. All she said was  I  got a box  . Nora immediately took her inside to her 

 sewing room and they’d gotten into a long discussion. 

 “That’s crazy!” Emma blurted then covered her mouth. “Sorry.” She said, 

 “I get it.” Nora said, “Truth be told, everyone was scared at first, but after 2 months it’s just become kinda 

 normal.” 



 “How come no one got the police involved?” Emma asked. 

 “Probably the same reason your brother didn’t warn you sooner.  Would you believe me if I told you 

 objects I’d lost years ago were appearing in boxes on my porch?” 

 Emma shook her head. “But where do they come from?  Who could…would…” She trailed off. 

 “That I do not know. No one I’ve talked to has seen the packages delivered. One neighbor, Mr. Harris, 

 stayed up all night watching his porch. He put up lots of cameras too. After 5 days of seeing nothing he 

 finally gave up. He hadn’t noticed the box behind one of his bushes until he wanted to get back into his 

 place.” 

 Emma looked down at the tea in her lap and softly blew into it. 

 “In my opinion that’s a bit extreme.” Nora said, “If I could give some advice, I’d say just go with it.  My 

 husband and I have never received anything bad from a Lost Box. It’s odd, yes, but not dangerous. If 

 anything it’s helped us.” 

 “How?”  Emma said half sarcastically. 

 “We can better connect with our past. We can reminisce about it. Talk about it.” Nora paused and gave 

 Emma a kind smile. “Do you have any other questions about anything?” 

 Emma shrugged. “Who named them  Lost Boxes  ?” 

 “That honor,” Nora said, “belongs to me.” She made a flourishing motion with her hand and bowed her 

 head. “I kept talking about them to neighbors and needed a name for them. I guess it sort of spread 

 around.” 

 Emma sighed. “That makes sense.” 

 Nora took another sip of tea then cheerfully said, “Now, let’s move onto a different subject.” 



 # 

 Emma should’ve listened to Nora’s advice, stopped opening boxes and gone about her vacation. She 

 should’ve, but she didn’t. She just couldn’t help it. The talk had calmed her fears a bit and she liked Nora, 

 but Emma still needed answers. She hadn’t gone so far as to stakeout her brother’s porch, but she was 

 considering getting a doorbell camera. She could always remove it before she left. 

 Now, while she was eating lunch, Emma had begun recording what she’d received in a notebook. She’d 

 written: 

 Lost Box Contents 
 Date Obtained: Item, Relation to Me, Duration Missing 
 July 16  th  : Smudges, Brother’s Pet, 3-4 Hours 
 July 18  th  : Shining Silver Lake, Favorite Book, Likely  10 years 
 July 21  st  : China Plate, Broke When Little, Likely  14 years 
 July 26  th  : Picture Frame with Paper Scrap, Unknown,  Unknown 

 The doorbell chimed. Emma rushed to the sound, sandwich in hand. She found the box, and surveyed the 

 area. She saw no one. After she opened the Lost Box, there was this new entry: 

 July 27  th  : Brian’s Phone, Brother’s Phone, Unknown 

 This explained why she hadn’t heard from him. 

 # 

 When Emma got to the police car, she turned and walked toward the figures on the porch. “Hello…” she 

 tried to say before she was interrupted. 

 “Where have you been?” A woman said icily. 

 “I just got back from the beach.” Emma replied. She had finally found time to relax a little and then this 

 happened. 

 “We’ve been calling you for weeks.” The woman said slowly through clenched teeth. It was clear she was 

 furious and barely able to keep it together. “I assumed something had happened.” 



 “Are you Emma S. Stuarts?”  The police officer next to the woman asked. 

 Emma nodded. 

 “Alright.” The officer said a bit too upbeat, “I’m going to go. If you need anything later mam…uh…here’s 

 my number.” He quickly wrote something down on a tiny notepad.  The woman snatched the page out of 

 his hand. 

 “Thank you.” She said scowling at him before turning her head back to Emma. The officer walked to his 

 car and drove away during the awkward silence. 

 “Let’s talk inside.” The woman said, stepping away from the door. The girl next to her, who had been 

 silent during the exchange, did the same. 

 Emma should’ve objected, said she hadn’t asked Brain for permission to invite other people into his 

 house, and offered to talk at a restaurant. She should’ve, but she didn’t.  She just couldn’t help it. 

 “Okay mom.”  Emma said solemnly as she went to unlock the door. 

 # 

 Once they were seated, mother and Emma had a really long conversation.  No  conversation  wasn’t the 

 right word.  That would imply that Emma had been able to talk.  Lecture  was far better. 

 “Why didn’t you call me when your plane landed?” Mother asked. 

 “I was…”  Emma started to say. 

 “It’s a rhetorical question.” 

 Mother went on to talk about how she had tried so hard to get in touch with her. How her and Anya had 

 to stop everything to make sure she was safe. How mother had called the nearest police station and 



 demanded that they send someone to check on her right away. How she always knew this house sitting 

 thing was a bad idea. How she was very disappointed in her. 

 Emma just sat there. She felt this whole thing was insane. So she forgot to call. Big deal. She’d been busy 

 with the Lost Boxes. She didn’t force mother to come here and ruin her vacation.  And the house sitting 

 had been a great idea.  Brian had been going away for a few months on a backpacking trip in the 

 mountains. He had hired someone else to watch over his belongings, but they canceled last minute. 

 Emma had kindly offered to help him out.  They had talked back and forth for hours organizing 

 everything. Brian even trusted her to use his car to get from the airport to his house. 

 In the middle of the conversation, the doorbell rang.  Emma stood up and started toward the door. 

 “Hello!” mother said, “Emma. I was talking to you.” Emma didn’t hear her. 

 “I’ll get it!” Anya called as she came running from the other room.  Emma opened the door to find a pizza 

 delivery guy standing in front of her. 

 “Oh…uh” Emma said, staring at him in surprise. 

 “Here you go.”  Anya appeared beside her in the doorway, giving a handful of bills and taking the box, 

 “Keep the change.” 

 She shut the door and turned to Emma.  “I ordered a pizza.”  Anya said, “I figured having something to 

 eat would ease things a bit.” 

 “Thanks.”  Emma said and followed her to the table. 

 # 

 Despite Anya’s intentions, the pizza didn’t help fix things.  It merely made everything more awkward. After 

 a quiet dinner, Emma collected the dishes and went to the sink. Mother followed her. 

 “Let me get those.” She said, grabbing the stack of dishes in Emma’s hands. 



 “No, I've got it.” Emma replied, pulling the dishes toward herself. 

 “I insist.” Mother said, grabbing them again. 

 “Just leave me alone.” Emma said, “I know how to wash dishes.” 

 “Maybe give mom a break.”  Anya said upon seeing the scene, “She’s trying to help.” 

 “How?”  Emma said, “By micromanaging everything I do.” 

 “I don’t do that.” mother said scowling. 

 “You chose the college I attended!” Emma replied, “You came halfway across the country because I 

 forgot to call you!” 

 “You sound like Brain.”  Anya said. 

 Emma frowned at her.  Really?  She was playing that card. “No I don’t. I just don’t need any help.” 

 “I’m not sure about that.”  Mother said. 

 “You were never the most responsible person...” Anya said. 

 “You’re still in high school!”  Emma said, raising her voice, “What do you know about responsibility?” 

 “Enough to know what it’s not.” Anya said flatly. 

 “I’m plenty responsible!” Emma said her voice getting louder, “I took this job!  I worked out all the 

 details!  I booked my flight!  I’ve dealt with tons of stuff here on my own!” 

 “You did all that.” Mother said getting angrier as well, “Yet you can’t even remember to call me.” 

 “Think what you want!  I don’t care!”  Emma shouted, “You both can just…just…” Emma stumbled over 

 her words. 



 “Just what?” Mother said. 

 “Just go back where you belong!” Emma roughly slammed the dishes on the counter and walked out of 

 the room.  All she heard after that was silence. 

 # 

 Emma went to the master bedroom. She needed to do something to destress. That’s what this trip was 

 supposed to be about. Emma had already reread  The  Shining Silver Lake  , so she looked at the volumes 

 she had brought with her.  She had gone through almost half of the one she’d chosen, when she heard 

 the doorbell. 

 Emma went to the door and opened it. She saw the Lost Box and sighed. She would gladly take 100 of 

 these if she could get rid of her crazy family. She was about to bring the package inside when she saw 

 something. A person was standing in the middle of the front yard staring at her, smiling. 

 Emma stared at the stranger. He was tall with a medium build and black hair. He looked back for a few 

 minutes then turned and walked away.  Emma should’ve said something, gotten his attention and asked 

 what he was doing. She should’ve, but she didn’t. She just couldn’t help it. Emma tackled the man. Her 

 arms wrapped around his legs, causing him to fall forward onto the grass. 

 “Get off of me!”  The man shouted, “What are you doing?” 

 “What…what are you doing?”  Emma said not letting go. 

 The man turned his head toward her. 

 “You can hear me?” He said, obviously confused. 

 “Uh…Yeah.” 

 “And see me?” 



 “Yeah!” Emma said frustrated, “What are you doing?” 

 “I’m just dropping off a package.” 

 Emma gasped. “You…” 

 “Oh right…you know about them.” 

 “How do you do it?” She asked, “How do you even…” 

 “Maybe let me go and I’ll be happy to show you.” The man said. 

 Emma let go. The man stood up and dusted himself off. 

 “Hold on. I’ll be right back.” 

 He ran down the sidewalk and around the corner. She was beginning to think he had left, when an old 

 gray van parked into the driveway. She walked up to it as the man opened the side door.  It was full of 

 collapsed boxes, tape and packing slips. 

 “Are those all…” Emma began. 

 “Once I tape them.”  He said. 

 “You mean you don’t put anything inside.” 

 “Nothing. It’s just an empty box, till it’s touched by someone else.” 

 “But how can you deliver them without…” 

 “No one can see or hear me. Usually.” 

 “How?” Emma asked. 



 The man shrugged. “It happened when I was about...18.” He said, “Same thing with my dad, and his dad 

 I think.” 

 “And you can’t talk to anyone. Not even your family.” 

 “I don’t have a family.” He said plainly, “Not anymore.” 

 “Oh…um…I’m sorry” Emma said. 

 “No worries. Listen, I've got to go. I need to get to my next town.” The man walked to the other side of 

 the van. 

 “Wait!”  Emma said, following behind him, “Why do you do this? Don’t you ever just…you know…want a 

 normal life?” 

 The man sat for a moment.  He seemed deep in thought.  Then he started the van and turned toward 

 Emma. “This is my gift.” He said, “I might as well use it.” 

 “You could come with me.”  The man offered, “I can teach you.” 

 Emma considered it for a second.  This was a one time chance. She’d never get the opportunity again. 

 “Sorry, I…can’t.” she said. 

 The man looked sad, but nodded. “You have a lost thing of your own that needs returning.” 

 “Yeah.” She replied, “I guess.” 

 With one last look at her, the old gray van pulled out of the driveway of 574 Bayside Lane.  Emma 

 should’ve stopped the man, asked more questions and gotten better information.  She should’ve, but she 

 didn’t.  She just couldn’t help it. 

 # 



 Mother and Anya were already eating breakfast when Emma went out of the room.  She sat opposite 

 them and grabbed tighter on the object in her hands. 

 “Um…mom” Emma said hesitating. 

 “What?” Mother said, looking up at her. 

 “I thought you might know what this is.” Emma said, sliding the dark brown picture frame across the 

 table, “I recognized the handwriting.” 

 Mother looked at it and covered her mouth. “Where did you find this?” She said. 

 “In a box.” Emma answered. 

 “What is it?” Anya asked, coming closer to look at the item. 

 Mother closed her eyes and took some deep breaths. Soon she opened her eyes and began, “It’s the first 

 love letter your dad ever wrote me.” She said, “He always had a way with words. We framed it and kept it 

 in our first house. We lost it when we moved. We looked everywhere for it.” 

 “You never told us that story before.” Anya said. 

 “I should have.”  Mother said, “It just doesn’t have a very happy ending.”  Mother had tears in her eyes. 

 “I’m sorry.” She said, her voice quivering, “I guess after the accident…” 

 “You didn’t want to lose us too.” Emma finished.  She was also crying now. She came around the table to 

 put a hand on Mother’s shoulder. 

 “I’m really really sorry” was all Emma could say before Kacey embraced her and Anya in a hug. 

 # 



 The last Lost Box arrived on August 13  th  at 5:37pm.  Emma had caught Brian up on all that had happened 

 while he was away, and was waving goodbye to him and Smudges from the driveway when she noticed a 

 box on his porch. 

 “You got a package!”  She called grinning. Brian smirked and picked it up. 

 “It’s addressed to you.”  He called back and held it out to her. 

 She frowned and walked over. After Anya and her mother had left the boxes had stopped coming. Emma 

 had assumed the man had moved on. She took the Lost Box from him and tore it open. She grabbed the 

 small metal object inside and held it up in front of her face.  She smiled wider. 

 “I knew I had 30.”  Emma said.  She turned her head looking for the man.  She couldn’t see him, but she 

 knew he was watching. 



 We ourselves are works of nature. The ability to 

 live by familiar trees proves a wonderful heart, 

 and there is nothing more beautiful than to 

 breathe for oneself. Long after we have left, our 

 footprints remain, stamping their whole heart 

 into the earth. It is through this which we 

 experience life. The rough edges of reality build 

 around our own worlds, from the stratosphere 

 to arms reach. They come, one by one, jagged 

 and waiting for the soul to wander further than 

 our mind can bear. That is when they cut the 

 deepest. When hope creeps from the heart, and 

 takes hold, a soul can travel a great distance, but to those who have been cut, they cannot help but 

 bleed. They drip and stain the very ground they walk on, and when cornered, they become a servant to 

 whatever atrocities this world has come to create. This is true in worlds such as ours, where the mere 

 mention of hope, and the mere stretch of the soul is taken as resistance towards reality. It hurts to remove 

 the blades once deep enough. This is what we have been missing. The will to believe. To take the cuts, to 

 bleed, and to continue to hold onto hope. Not to surrender at the slightest edge piercing at your center. 

 To persist means to hold onto that which we are all given at a young age. The ability of the youth to 

 believe is nothing short of beautiful. The hope they can perceive can break the very boundaries of this 

 world we think we know. The brave souls, the ones that hope with grit and future are the ones that may 

 transcend. 

 The realm beyond, wherever it may lie, has been planted in us from the very beginning.  Where your very 

 breeze becomes a silhouette of your forest's love. A world where no star is out of reach, and where trees 

 surpass any name. This is the world to which we belong. 



 # 

 She scatters her attention outward, breathing in each stroke of life granted by these high giants. Walking 

 forward, she reaches the end of the cement. She takes a simple step, tiling her body lower as the ground 

 softens to the touch. The soil scrunches and lifts back at the force of her step. She is welcomed by each of 

 nature's creatures to rush ahead, smiling as she does so. 

 This she knows how to do. 

 Her feet rummage back and forth, wafting a breath of fresh mud behind herself. She ships her mind 

 ahead, catching up to it as she waits patiently for the sounds of the forest. As the Princess picks up speed, 

 the sound grows. Each branch now creates a gust, a tailwind flapping behind her. Flying up becomes 

 flying straight ahead. She rushes deeper and deeper into the splendid sanctuary. 

 Her head lies below the lowest branch, meanwhile her chin cannot go any higher, obtaining all bliss 

 above. Her eyes are one of many gifts received. Sent by this very forest to see what can be seen. Her 

 hands bawl up, hardened by the pursuit, and her breath, skipping and adapted, is cloaked in song. 

 Wildlife rejoice, from birds and bees, scores of cheer congregate about her.  For she believes in each one 

 of them to show her the way. To show her what it means to live beyond concrete form. 

 The fresh and the cold bore their way to her head, freeing her mind above and below herself, completing 

 the sacred note between her and the forest. Each grass hand reaches by and grants her a fresh touch, 

 replenishing her sense of feel. Her feet cling to life as life does to her. Unrestricted. Freed. The light does 

 not approach her, she approaches it. One foot after the other. 

 With a swift flash, she screeches to a stop, and notices herself standing amidst new faces. She has heard 

 stories, but has been wary to keep away until she was ready. However, the forest has called her name, and 

 she is here to respond. 

 The trees fly by like a swarm of locusts as she spins, ‘round and ‘round. Her hands catch all breaths of sun 

 and celebrate her smile as her back falls flat on the grass. She lays there, waiting and watching for the 

 new dawn to claim itself below her. Around her. The time has come. 



 As she lays, pressure builds. Four walls form around her, made of glass and closing in. She decides to 

 stand, leaving an outstretched hand’s signature below her. With four walls, the sun stabs from above. First 

 scorching. Then bleeding. All ground below her has been brought to its knees, cracks forming within one 

 inch of all others. Still she stands, with glass now plowing land around her feet. A murmuring approaches, 

 and the glass turns black from bottom to top. In its final shade of clarity, there begins a crowd, a small, 

 yet satisfied bunch, watching and waiting. She has become a number, an example. 

 Those that concede are allowed to leave, it is the only rule. It is a cruel one, as there is no going back. 

 Princess is at the age when she receives her first test. The first of many. The bunch grows louder, their 

 faces now completely covered by deaf walls. She has enjoyed her stay, and now her and mother stand, 

 crushed by the pressure of humanity to give. She takes a final glance up, still wandering among the 

 clouds at the thought of a new spring season. Sitting early means no pain, however you are eluded to a 

 lifetime of chase and greed. In earlier times, the choice was one that took a great deal of thought from all 

 those who were brought forth. But unsurprisingly, the deal has been sweetened since. What is waiting for 

 her cannot be held back, not until just a bit longer. She waits, mother still grabbing her shoelace by the 

 last poised blade of grass. The glass, now hard as steel, takes grip with four fingers. The squeeze begins 

 tight. She places her left leg in front of the other, and takes a deep, cold stance, keeping her head to the 

 floor. Her shoulders bear the weight of the first crunch. Biting her tongue, her face skips to sour and spits 

 out half of her full breath. Her build is forced up by the wall, and her head bobs with beats of blood. The 

 pressure shifts, and quickly drops to agonizing. Her lips are forced open, and when a hope of breath is 

 given, no further air is received. 

 Her hands have lost their independence, and her bones begin to shake. The body and the mind are 

 separate, yet the spirit is what bridges the two. Her muscles tense for a short pulse, and her eyes focus 

 forward. She wills her chin up slightly, dropping her lower jaw and widening her nostrils. She is not 

 hoping, she is taking. She sucks in a single, necessary breath, as quiet as midnight. Her pupils dilate, 

 engrossing what is left of the pearl-white. Staring between her and her destination, she could have 

 practically burned a hole in the wall. The blade of grass, innocent to the touch, climbs up her leg, 

 spiraling up as if to keep hold for a millenia, and stamps itself up to her knee through grip alone. 



 She props her hands slowly outward, and the glass stops short. She takes a breath outward, expelling the 

 hard-pressed greed, and now bridging the gap between walls with her fist and elbow. With it comes a 

 slow creak, a single sign of refusal. A slow creak moves to a small crack the size of a pinhead, again, quiet 

 as midnight. However, it shoots a jolt throughout Princess's entire body. Her fist sends the signal to the 

 brain, almost too slow for Princess to notice. She then cracks a grin, slightly diagonal, as her contorted 

 face seeks rest. Unrelenting, Princess nudges her arms forward, pressed between both sides of the glass. 

 Her back, no longer sore from the fall but from the surface behind her, creeps backward. Her elbow forms 

 an angle between her arm and bicep, and as the creaks continue, her muscle slowly rises, giving true form 

 to her strength held within. Her chin tucks at the top of her chest, as she pushes fourth for a short break. 

 A quick moment, and her mouth widens yet again for another breath, and her arms secure themselves for 

 another push. Her sweat starts at the top of her head, acting as yet another signal that her body fights 

 with her. Within her mind, she slowly sets her resolve. The pain of the march.  It’s too late to ask for mercy. 

 There is no point in giving up. Let's go!  Her spirit  now shines from her center, and her grin turns to a 

 display of her rows of teeth. Her effort is written in every language across her face. Her grip between each 

 fist reacts to a quick flinch, and without skipping a beat, she forces her hands back forward, greeting 

 herself yet more room. Her muscles increase tenfold, and the ground begins to quake with excitement. 

 Her legs now leave their own stamp on the ground below, plotting herself another point of footing. 

 The wall begins to cry out. A seemingly last ditch effort to shorten its own pain. Princess knows this all too 

 well, and begins to chuckle under the monstrous heaves of breath. The crack now bursts into a mosaic, a 

 piece seen by but few individuals. Her spirit still hungers, and she shapes her resolve to satisfaction. The 

 glass around her begins to crumble and splash, splitting in a frenzy. Pieces shoot nowhere but outward, 

 and Princess is allowed to take a breath of fresh air from her new environment. The glass begins to fade 

 as new blades of grass share their print on the soil. 

 She resides on a hilltop, with longer and deeper curves for as far as the eye can see. The wind sings her 

 name, as she is one more member of this new and experienced race. It is a race built from believers, spirit 

 warriors, and true fighters. A new star has been born from the ashes of doubt and deceit all too common 

 in the universe we know today. It is in this world that she truly belongs. A world free from the greed of 



 man. A world in which the open sky, the vast landscape, and the deep sea are free from all essence of 

 hate and malice. That is, all this world’s malice. 

 No world is perfect, however in the case of Princess, as well as all others that have made this leap, this is 

 more than they could ever want. Princess examines her new home, the trails grown in and parked with 

 bustling life, scented gust, and a surplus of new animals, each with their own special color not known to 

 the Earthly color spectrum. Staring at the footsteps, she lifts her head to the portrait easing into her view 

 right before her eyes. The blue and gold of this world share each layer of depth granted to them through 

 nature’s hospitality. Princess begins to turn, spreading her arms as wide as she can. She slowly progresses 

 from turning to spinning. From such a land comes a painting once enough speed is gained. It is how the 

 world it is meant to be, the land and the sky, lips touching along the same canvas, and with no scout of 

 interference. No advocate of sin. Princess continues to spin until her dizziness and fatigue take her to the 

 floor. 

 “There’s more of them” she says with a new breath spaced between each word. 

 “All I’ve gotta do is find them”. Princess then closes her eyes, and allows her back to rest along the soft 

 embrace of this fine universe. 

 # 

 “Where to?” The guide has just come back from his voyage from the East. 

 “Th’ plateau, please.” Princess has been willing to take longer strolls, however only if she was willing to fill 

 it into her map. Along the few trails she had been on in these parts of the mountains, there is nothing 

 more than hills that this place has to offer. The plateau has been said to host strong connections with the 

 other world, and this was her best shot to see for herself. 

 “It’ll take at least 2 days. Have what you need?” He was asking out of concern, but Princess had never 

 answered this question and differently. With a nod of assurance, she yells. 



 “Let's go!” Her expression was as sure as ever. Her food was stored away within her pack, along with her 

 map, compass, water, tent, and weapons. She knew that these mountains were known to host all sorts of 

 monsters, whatever the mist can possibly bring has been spotted at or around these sleeping mountains. 

 They take a short stop at the stable, bringing two beauties out after a few moments of talk. The first had a 

 gray body. Long, and spiked white hair caressed the back end of its thick neck. Its hooves were as wide as 

 his hands, and their size made them impossible to climb without a leg up. Each of its six legs were 

 groomed, the care of each stroke apparent from any angle. A steed worthy of all available praise. Next 

 was hers. A smaller, blue-bellied Macaw. Its numerous tail feathers traced every shade of white from the 

 top of its enlarged beak to the short locks at the end of each tail. It cuddled next to her, sensing her 

 tenderness and parking its elongated neck just below her hand. She pats it down, gently, feeling each 

 harping feather stick out. Birds like these are beloved for their mastery of flight. It is just large enough for 

 her to strap into the seat between its wing muscles. 

 “Thank you” Princess says, before being lifted off with less than a few strong flaps. The horse takes the 

 ground, able to reach speeds that make its hair flail right in the poor guide’s face. Princess laughs once 

 she is high enough not to be heard. The wind carries it behind her, back towards the hills in which she 

 came. She can see the bumps in each step of the horse's stride, its legs working to create a cloud of dust 

 behind it, while its nostrils flare outward to expel steam loads of air, again back to the hills by way of the 

 wind. 

 It has been all too long since Princess has been given the open touch of the wind. Before wishing for the 

 sight of the great plateau, the wind had approached her only through the ground, and in the silent 

 whispers after each tiresome battle. Opportunities such as these are rare, and to Princess’s own surprise, 

 the strength of the wind is offering her no trouble at all. She is simply holding to the neck of the songbird, 

 and letting her face feel this familiar sun. 

 This world has become something of a faint memory in the minds of those in her previous Earth. Just as 

 Princess was able to break through the barrier, any Earthling can do the same as long as they can see 

 beyond the search for power. There are still those who choose to stay on Earth regardless, however, as 



 those with families, or with close bonds to the previous world are unbending in their own way. Princess 

 has closely observed patterns of new arrivals seeking adventure in this world, and found that the further 

 and further time goes on, those proven to be pure of heart have decreased in age. A new generation of 

 warriors have entered this universe to explore for themselves what a world without greed has to offer 

 them. The two worlds are not separate, they are of one single soul. However this world has only been 

 built upon the foundation of substantial goodness and hope, and therefore, it is never truly complete. 

 The change in landscape has brought with it its own new challenge as well, and it leads us to where 

 Princess finds herself today. With a new world comes a new set of secrets to discover, and Princess sets 

 out on her most dangerous mission yet for the sole purpose of uncovering these unknown secrets: the 

 creation of a new world map for all to share. Her thirst for exploration had been first realized the moment 

 she set foot among the hills in which she first appeared. The footsteps in each direction revealed to her 

 that there are not enough people in this world to find the answers by themselves. They need her help. 

 Princess ruffles through her bag and pulls from it her map, dusty and slightly torn at each corner. It 

 contains tales of her previous journeys within small pictures, drawn in realism to keep it in proper Princess 

 fashion. She carefully harmonizes the groove of the paper with the side of the pencil, making note of each 

 blade of grass as they waltz back and forth from above. Their soft gloves bounce off of one another, 

 quickly sharing the same sound once a large enough breeze makes itself known. The trail is a dusty 

 mark-up, stuttering a few seconds apart with new grass extending in and out of view from above. Small 

 birds cannot be heard at this speed, but Princess draws them anyway, leaving small note marks for each 

 new instrument that nature has placed within her range. She then reaches back and grabs a small vial 

 containing a beige pigment. Each new color was of a spur of special powder that she had acquired 

 previously, which she uses in creating a new mosaic in her own experience. Her first moment in this Earth 

 is solidified with a small drawing of herself and of the hills. She had short and straight hair, hanging just 

 beside her eyes. It held her past physique, lean and square, however wearing the same look of 

 determination. Behind her were small bumps of hills. Each one the same as the one before, creating one 

 band of brothers and sisters standing shoulder to shoulder. It was all she could think of when the hills 

 crossed her mind. She had been away from that home for some time, and will not be returning until her 



 journey upholds its worth. This map contained the record of not only her travels, but her lifetime up to 

 this moment. Each new strand of black becomes a new milestone reached, and each new location 

 represents a new lesson learned. Her life’s journey has no true destination, as does anyone from the 

 previous. She takes a brief moment in her own space, sitting upright and enhancing her view of her map. 

 It is a work she can be proud of, but will never truly be finished. She had accepted this long ago, however 

 the thought of her mission had breached her mind as an inescapable path. This only lasts for a moment, 

 as Princess reminds herself that in not finishing this painting, she was not failing. Not in the slightest. She 

 was allowing her faith to be placed not just in herself, but in the new youth that was more than willing to 

 partake in the journey themselves. 

 The valley curves around all corners of eyesight, keeping Princess’s excitement as she had hardly traveled 

 to such a clear valley in her time on this Earth. The kingdoms of clouds halt at a surface invisible to her. In 

 the first word, they set the boundary for what limits remain of the human race. In this world, however, she 

 is gifted with the temptation to reach beyond. Beyond what her excitement can contain. This will only 

 come through hardship, as even in this very moment, she risks more than she realizes, just as she has in 

 her previous journeys. 

 Looking again at the trail the guide has launched further and further ahead. She realizes that she has 

 slowed further and further behind him. She flaps her arms to her sides, and leans forward, allowing for the 

 wind to catch her. It holds her by her shoulders, and looks her straight in the eyes. She finds herself 

 worrying yet again.  There are dangers that have never  been seen before, and this mission I might not 

 come back from  . Her eyes begin to stray from the trail  back to the sky. She does not bother to look in any 

 other direction. Her body no longer responds to her mind, as she enters a new space deep in thought. 

 Her resolve cannot be shaken once it has been set. The songbird notices the small scent of doubt within 

 Princess, however, and begins to fly downward, with it’s head peering up to look back at her with one eye. 

 Princess is brought back down to Earth once the splash of wind folds against her face. She knows this is a 

 sign of love from such animals. She smiles, and begins to ruffle through her bag. She pulls out an ocarina, 

 made years ago, long before she had set out on this mission. She lifts it to her lips, and takes in a deep 

 breath of blue. Her eyes join closed, and she lets the wind speak to her. The tune rings through each 



 corner of the home strung in her heart. The songbird peers to one side, engrossed in the sound warming 

 its skin. Its wings begin to stretch outward, and suddenly a whistle makes its way through the skittering 

 feathers. Their trail is left behind, and lifted further and further upwards by the approaching breeze. Its 

 wings spread out and open, not cutting, but asking for the wind to further reach through its colors. The 

 song continues, with each changing gale, a new soundstream to capture and release flies by. 

 Within a few hours, the travelers begin to slow to a stop, stuck in a mad gaze at the not-so distant stars in 

 their midst. In what seems like a map of the cosmos, they illuminate the air around them, sending a flash 

 straight to the eyes of those watching. Even looking at them with open eyes, Princess cannot look away. It 

 is a new life, a heartbeat unlike any other among a plane of all extraterrestrial plants and animals. Their 

 light leaves no shadow to remain in their vicinity. These are blades of light, in their purest form. Princess 

 has never seen anything like it. 

 “The gleams are out by the dozen today. I can hardly see this trail.” Princess looked at the guide, 

 puzzled. She is amazed that anyone could grow accustomed to works of light such as these. 

 “If we’re lucky they’ll light the way up the mountain for us.” Each gleam floats beside and around the 

 songbird. It props itself up, lengthening its long neck upwards, and waddles towards the light. With 

 adorable curiosity, it reaches its neck forward and tries to tap it with its dark, curved beak. The guide 

 swiftly stretches his arm. 

 “You can’t touch those!” Again puzzled, Princess and the bird both tilt their head. The guide gives a soft 

 sigh, and asks, 

 “Don’t you know what these are?” 

 “Uh, no. Sorry this is new to me”. He steps forward, away from the brightness. 

 He explains. As soon as the world was created, these flocks of light fell from the sky like raindrops. At first, 

 the members of this world watched and stared just as she had, except when each finger got close, they 

 were brought to a new universe. One beyond even this one. It was a land cloaked in a similar light, 

 however with familiar faces. Children. Mothers. Fathers. It was that world where imagination became air, 



 and each soul gained a glimpse of the other. Through this, we found that we were not visitors, but 

 infiltrators. We had entered the land of dreams for those living further beyond, in our previous Earth. 

 From these short-lived experiences, the people gained a new perspective on this land. 

 “We are not just warriors, we are defenders”. His chest fills for a second with duty, as the horse’s 

 footholds clink under its heavy pants. 

 “Against who?” Princess asks, the air gaining a layer of thickness between her and the guide. He laughs, 

 and it begins to set how she may have truly come underprepared for this journey. Princess was quite 

 young herself, and although she had learned a great deal, there is still much more to understand about 

 this new world. 

 “Against who? No one? Against what? Even I still don’t know”. Princess begins to feel a drag on the 

 strings of her ribcage. Unease takes a seat right where she can see. 

 With a smile of encouragement, he yells, 

 “Let's go!” She heads over to the horse to give the guide a hand. Interlocking her fingers, she spouts him 

 high enough to reach the reins, and a proper foothold. She climbs back onto the songbird, which she has 

 named “Song” for the time being, and lifts off. This time, placing her hand in her bag, her fingers begin 

 to shake. Her mind buzzes for words to please, but none approach. As Song mounts higher, her 

 expression is bounced back to one of concern. Her resolve has tripped, and if the guide had noticed by 

 now, they would have turned back. It is nothing but further proof that she truly has been sent here for a 

 reason. She places her hand against Song’s neck, sofly placing weight down on several feathers. Song 

 then begins to dive further and further below, the tune of its wings now stretched and high pitched. They 

 begin to sink lower and lower, and as they approach the ground head on, Song begins to resist the push 

 of Princess’s hand. Her head reaches low, her eyes begin to close, and her hair spikes upwards. Song 

 takes a quick peek back at Princess, and when noticing her motionless body, prys the tip of its beak to the 

 sky. It is no use, as Princess’s hand stays put, against Song’s will. Princess tilts her head upwards, and 

 inhales all oxygen heading for her face with eyes widening. As calm as can be, she begins to lift her hand 



 up from Song’s neck, allowing for Song to jet forward in a vector, leaving behind Princess’s afterthought of 

 doubt. 

 Princess hops up on the saddle, squatting, and with brighter sunlight striking her face, a grin forms wider 

 than the valley itself. Song sings with relief, and with boundless ideas, as Princess squats atop her saddle, 

 eyeing the road ahead. Her fear is something strong, however her life is meant for more, and this truth 

 holds weight in every possible breath that she takes. This becomes a new beacon of excitement as a new 

 scent of adventure leads the way. She dips her hand into the high hands below. Her hand grazes the 

 scores of life, each trained endlessly to survive. Their crowd paints the valley an indomitable crown, visible 

 even from outer space. Her mind soars, as her fingertips leave a trail of newly empowered green. Flowers 

 and insects flock to the newly touched blades, and Princess’s world begins to change once again. She 

 realizes that this path is a tough one to take, and that those pure-of-heart are the ones that must pilot the 

 future. She also understands, however, that her will has carried her far, and continues to spread its wings 

 and preach to the world that a new light has emerged. She is willing to fight for what this world is worth 

 to her. Flying high, and reaching the clouds, her hand is greeted by a warmth and newfound softness 

 within the atmosphere. The clouds begin to part as the guide takes a look back, and misses her. All that 

 can be seen is a new portrait of Princess, and her dream plastered all over the sky. It is a gift to all that it 

 touches, and shines brighter than any gleam can compare. For her dream is about to bear fruit. Knowing 

 this, and noticing the blissful grass enlightening beneath the steed’s own hooves, his grin draws. Princess 

 quickly grabs her bag, removing the seal from the brightest vial of green she can find. She skids her finger 

 across the side of the glass, and paints a bright green streak behind her own drawing of Song. Her thumb 

 begins on its side, leaving a small skidmark behind Song’s beautiful tail feathers. She stretches it out, 

 creating a splendid after-image, widening the closer it reaches back to home. The two continue to ride, 

 headed toward a path unknown, yet bound to nothing but their own wings. 



 You know that sweaty and soggy feeling in 

 your palm when you have been holding 

 onto something for too long? At some 

 point, you finally open your hand, and your 

 knuckles crack, and your skin holds onto 

 itself and you see the shriveled up remains 

 of whatever it was that you were holding 

 onto for so long. There's a sense of regret 

 and disgust. Well, I finally opened my hand 

 today. It was empty. I shook it in the air and 

 hit it against the table and cracked it open 

 to try and find where the contents 

 disappeared to. Perhaps I held on too tight and they seeped through my skin and into my bones. But I 

 felt it; I'm sure I’ve been feeling it for so long in my palm. I do not understand where it went. You would 

 have called me crazy and impatient. But I don't have to listen to you anymore. 

 I patch my hand up and wrap each of the fingers individually in the gauze bandage just in case the 

 contents hide between my fingers if I would wrap them as one. It left some drops of blood smeared 

 against the wooden blue table, but I did not want to get my hands sticky, so I left for the kitchen. The sun 

 left golden streaks against the walls, illuminating the light oak cabinets as if there was some secret 

 treasure hidden in them. Naturally, I avoid them in fear of finding anything and grab my citrus juicer. I cut 

 up some oranges and squeezed them on the juicer. It's quite advanced actually: it catches all the pulp 

 and filters out the seeds. It left some sticky residue on my hands, and you would have told me to wash it 

 off, but I don't have to listen to you anymore. I poured the orange juice into a cup with pictures of apples 

 drawn around it. Green apples. 

 As the sun is making its descent, rolling down the vibrant hills, my body urges me to settle on the lawn. 

 The sun drapes over my face and burns little kisses on the peaks of my cheekbones and the flat of my 



 forehead. You were always more fond of the moon. I pull the plaid chair next to the orange tree we used 

 to sit under and count oranges like flaming stars. I look down at the hole where it was planted and dangle 

 my feet in it. The roots brushing my leg feel like your rough hands, and they ask me to come down with 

 them. You would have told me to go inside, but I am waiting for the stars to come to life. There is a 

 moment every evening when the sun sets and the sky darkens just enough for the first layer of stars to be 

 visible and the moon has not yet poured its beautiful silk over the country. This is what I wait for every 

 night. 

 A couple of moths settle themselves on the rim of my apple juice and my hand snags on the broken lawn 

 chair. It pushes me off as I dump the juice into the plants. I never liked apples– I should have made 

 orange juice. My foot gets caught between the uprooted remains on the orange tree and it pulls me 

 down into the pit, which is much deeper than I thought I had dug it. I feel the roots closing above me and 

 the dirt holding me close. My heart beats violently as the faint shadows of moonlight seep in from 

 between the roots. My shoulders tense and my breath searches for an exit. I move my hand to avoid the 

 moonlight and it collects dirt in the bandage. I close my eyes. You would have told me to relax, 

 everything will be okay dear.  Your voice spills through  my ears like the smell of fresh citrus. Relax, 

 everything will be okay. So I reach up to where the roots should have been, and with both palms against 

 the grass, I push myself out of this hole. Frantically, I run inside and lock the sliding door. I pull the blinds 

 over before the light touches the ground, but I am a moment too late. 

 A silver frame of light lays against the pantry door and those words you swore I would never find– those 

 words written from the same filaments that made up your heart– shine like the crystals at the bottom of 

 the ocean. Only the essence of my being remains, floating to the door, giving no mind to the frozen body 

 staring at these words. I am a step ahead and a step behind. And my step falters when I reach the door 

 and I hold onto the handle with my bloody hand and my eyes struggle to keep afloat as they sink into the 

 remains of your words. 



 my dear, you are the ocean 
 filled with treasures and topped with majestic waves. 
 crashing at the shore, calling my name. 
 and you are the ocean, the tide pulling me close, holding me afloat 
 letting me get lost in your wondrous being. 
 but my dear you are the ocean 
 because when your eyes glow like the full moon 
 and your hair flows and falls like the waves 
 i see your skin shimmering in their glory 
 and i am just a sailor lost at sea. 

 It has been two years since you died, and I will not cry. I will bury my feet in the sand again and let the 

 tide caress my legs. I will stretch my arms wide and twist and turn with the waves. And I will close my eyes 

 and reach for your hand and when you are not there I will shut them tighter until I have red eyeliner and 

 the shards of glass no longer feel like grains of sand. Because unlike what you believed, I am not the 

 ocean. And when my essence returns to my being, I am crumpled like uprooted seaweed after the early 

 morning tide at the foot of the door, scratching away for perhaps you may be inside. You would have told 

 me to stop, but the ocean is ever crashing. 

 # 

 The creases on my forehead are beginning to show deeper than the ones around my mouth. I’ve begun 

 to notice the small changes, the insignificant changes that you don’t exactly think about as I look back at 

 old photos. I decided to clean out the duplicates in my old photos today when I saw your picture. It was 

 sandwiched between twenty pictures of the same lemon leaf. But in that one, you held the rich green leaf, 

 pointing to the midrib with your muddy hands. You had explained how it helped keep the plant facing the 

 sun and how something so delicate to our eyes was so important to the growth of the plant. But I stared 

 at you then, and I stare at you now, trying to bring you back to life in the distortion of my tears. And it 

 feels wrong to delete fourteen of the same blurry pictures of your hand as you had caught me and tried 

 snatching the phone from my hand. Your hand. I could not let go. And I did not realize I was staring at the 

 pantry door for three hours waiting for you to write to me again. You would have called me obsessive, but 

 what am I if not wavering levels of it? 



 Today it has been two years and ninety-three days and my heart swam around in my hollow chest and 

 blew little bubbles that burst like the exhaust of an old car and I looked in your pixelated eyes and waited 

 for my heart to drown but you couldn’t even look back since you hated pictures of yourself. I fell to the 

 harsh hardwood floor and I gripped my skin over my chest like I could pull this disease from inside until 

 my mother found me three hours later and wrapped me like a newborn child. 

 “You know the interesting thing about balance, it comes from your ears.” My mother handed me a warm 

 glass of ginger tea as she undid the makeshift cocoon of blankets she had wrapped me in out of fear that 

 I might break apart. She does not intend to make me feel like a psychiatric patient, not that she is far off, 

 rather she just worries. I haven't given her much assurance to feel otherwise. 

 “The little bones that make up your ears– they're so delicate and small– you know.” She had raised her 

 hands up, constructing little shapes in the air. I knew I should say something, but the most I could give at 

 the moment was a drowsy-eyed glance of acknowledgement. 

 “So we have to take care of what goes in our ears.” She paused and looked over to make sure I was 

 listening. “Like when people have too much wax in their ears, they can lose their balance randomly at 

 times. You know?” 

 “Yea, like vertigo or something,” I said, staring at the ground. The shadows of the branches danced 

 recklessly on the wooden floor, silently but wildly. 

 “Yes, like so. So perhaps it is not only the physical things that have an effect on our balance.” She was 

 watching me now, I realized, so I did my best to show that I cared. 

 “Have you thought that maybe what we listen to and surround ourselves with also may affect our 

 emotional and mental balance? What have you been listening to?” 

 The sound of your voice rings in my ears, and I fear more that it will dissipate than how it is shattering the 

 insides of my ears. You are still telling me how I am enough and I am still hearing that I am not. Perhaps 

 my stubbornness arises from the fear that once I become what you wanted, who I want, you will stop 



 telling me what to do. So I would rather live on one leg with you infesting my body than on two without 

 the distorted sound of your memories. 

 My mother told me to take a shower, naturally, to freshen up and wash off the sweat and foam from my 

 earlier moment of discomposure. I turn the water to the warmest setting and step in, hoping to melt the 

 layer of shame that has been building up. I feel my skin sizzle and it takes me back to the moment when 

 the world shattered and my chest ate my heart as my vision blurred and my skin flushed red. And I did not 

 want to pass out in the steam in this glass box like a defeated action figure just for my mother to find her 

 daughter incompetent of washing up. So I jumped out and cooled myself off with a towel and looked in 

 the mirror to make sure the water did not leave me sunburned and instead of seeing the stranger I have 

 been living with, I found the incoherent streaks of your fingers taunting me in the steam. 

 I forgot to mention my dear 
 that you are the moss on my heart 
 because when I saw you 
 laying in the sun 
 perfectly still 
 your unaligned lips 
 the small twitch of your nose 
 your uneven eyes 
 everything framed by the sun 
 like a star in a resin glass case 
 as the world spun under us 
 and the moon over 
 I felt my ribs trellis the shrubs 
 as they burdened my lungs 
 and you became my only means to breathe. 

 I can feel the earth spin beneath my feet as my head becomes the center of gravity for our universe. The 

 bathroom mirrors spin around me, closing in, trapping me with myself in the blur of steam. I feel like a 

 single raindrop, ready to fall, unable to breathe as this cloud of condensation compresses the air out of 

 me. My skin cries and my eyes sweat. I want to leave, deal with this later. But I cannot. You would have 

 told me to stop;  breathe my dear  . But I cannot. My  lip shakes and my eyes balance on the edge of a cliff, 

 ready to jump into the ocean.  My dear, breathe. Please.  So I stop, and every version of me in the mirror 

 follows. My hands reach out to the countertop and I hold myself tall and take a deep breath. The steam 

 travels through my chest slowly, taking into account all the damage, patching up the little tears and holes. 



 I feel it swirl like a tornado and rain over my heart, and I hope it washes off the grime instead of drowning 

 it in its solace. 

 Soon later, I open my eyes and find that I am laying on the cold bathroom tiles. After a couple of tries, I 

 finally get up and slowly make my way to our bedroom where my mother has already left a hot cup of 

 chamomile tea. I feel my heart sink like a heavy stone because I know I will never be able to repay her for 

 the lifetimes she has spent fixing me up. For every time I cannot deal with myself, unintentionally, I have 

 left the mess of natural disasters that circle my body to my mother. I grab the mug and settle into the pile 

 of warm blankets. My mind wanders to the different canyons and abysses in my mind and heart. I know 

 something is wrong, I do not need you to tell me that, but I also do not know if I will be able to fix 

 anything without you. Maybe it was enough for you to simply look up at the ceiling and see the stars. 

 Maybe for you, it was enough to see light and be reminded of the beauty in the sky. So how could you 

 have ever expected me to feel the beauty of this world once my only reminder was gone? 

 # 

 I remember that early morning when the birds had just begun to sing and I only heard them because I 

 had gotten into the habit of waking up early. I remember I folded my blankets and stacked them over my 

 pillow and kissed you on the forehead.  I’ll be back  in a second  , I had whispered, so as to not wake you 

 up. The people were still asleep, but the world had already awoken in the darkness of dawn. A second 

 later– only half a second, I remember, it was barely a millisecond– I returned from the cafeteria with a 

 boiling cup of watered-down coffee and my heart refused to follow me through the metal doorframe. And 

 it was not like the movies where I would drop the coffee to the ground and run towards you as the nurses 

 would pull me back. No, it was worse; it was real life. It was my hands shaking and my eyes jittering as my 

 mind struggled to understand where it should focus its thoughts. And since I couldn’t even comprehend 

 what was happening to you, I kept worrying about where I should put the stupid coffee down because I 

 worried I would drop it and create a mess and that would be so embarrassing. But I don't remember what 

 happened to the coffee. 



 I remember the sounds of the apologetic nurses as they struggled to explain in simple terms how the 

 binding to my soul unraveled. I remember feeling sorry for them for having to deal with me. Then hating 

 them for handing me a booklet of papers to read and sign so they could quickly clean up the room for the 

 next tragedy.  I am so sorry Miss… I understand… I  know this is a difficult time… why don't you sit down… 

 I’ll give you a minute to…  . Their voices were a haze  as I walked over to the plastic blinds where the 

 stone-hard couches were. I stood under the colorless fluorescent lights, reading the title of the page over 

 and over again as I struggled to find where your name ended and mine began. I rubbed my fingers to 

 feel for the paper in my hand as they fell in and out of focus. A car drove by and the yellow light from its 

 headlights poured in from between the vertical blinds, moving like a film roll, throwing me off my balance. 

 I remember I fell onto the stiff brown couch and the armrest made a crevice in my side. I remember I 

 began to cry even though I couldn't feel my body and the young boy across the lobby watched me. His 

 father turned the boy's face away and shook his head. He muttered something to the kid which made him 

 look back at me again before turning and leaving with his father. I hate that child. 

 I remember my mother’s cold hand and warm embrace that I hadn’t felt since I was fifteen as she grabbed 

 the booklet from my hand and gave me a sorrowful glance. I felt embarrassed crying in front of my family 

 so I tried my best to swallow the tsunami in my throat and relax the stiffness in my neck. I tried listening to 

 what my younger brother did in school the other day as my sister hushed her, holding back tears of her 

 own. I remember watching my mother scold the nurses for handing me the papers and my brother 

 making a small joke about it and I gave him one of those half laughs when you just huff through your nose 

 and smile. I was thankful for my family because even though we all swallowed up our emotions and never 

 talked about them, they were always there, ready to do anything for me, travel across the world for me, 

 scold nurses for me, make arrangements for him– they were always there for the both of us. 

 I don't remember much of the following weeks. Just the sound of the Imam as he led your Janaza prayer. 

 The perceptive eyes of everyone as they gave their condolences and watched me from afar as they 

 discussed my family affairs and anything they knew about me. The sound of disappointment in my father’s 

 voice when he said  It's okay, I understand  after reading  my semester grades. And for months my heart 



 would drag behind me like a wet rag that’s not wet enough to clean, only damp enough to gather grub. 

 But most importantly, I remember holding your hand the night before the shade overtook your eyes and 

 laying with you as we counted flickering LED lights like newborn stars and you held my face with the 

 weakness in your arm and told me that I was the sky and the earth. 

 “My dear, do not dig yourself so deeply, that you leave no one behind.” You had kept looking up that 

 lifeless ceiling like you could see the stars through it. I hadn’t said anything; I kept looking up, tracing 

 constellations in the specs. 

 “Don’t sacrifice parts of yourself, relieving the past until they are like the dried-up pulp from a freshly 

 squeezed orange. I know you love orange juice.” You had laughed at your own joke and looked at me to 

 make sure I was also laughing. I smiled, and out of fear, held you tighter. 

 “You know my dear,” you had smiled; the slight smirk of a smile you only showed when you had a really 

 good idea. “When you finally open your eyes– because I know you will close them tight– you will see that 

 you are just as alone in the depths of your memories as you are in the harshness of life.” You had stroked 

 my hair carefully, shakily with the tips of your fingers. A car drove by the window quickly, letting its 

 headlights flash momentarily through the blinds. You had smiled at the fleeting sight of it. 

 “The only difference is you cannot grow with no light. You can spread like the roots of a tree, reaching 

 into the earth for my hand, but you cannot do that from the abyss in your mind. Remember that my dear.” 

 So I listened. I opened my eyes a year and two months later. And I dug into the earth and grabbed ahold 

 of your hand and I did not let go until I could no longer feel my own hand. I spread like the roots of an 

 old tree, reaching for whichever parts of you I could. And the world did not collapse and the sky did not 

 crush me. The clouds would suffocate me when I thought too much and the air would choke me when I 

 listened too closely and the little moments that were worth nothing became painful but the sky stood tall 

 and the world held its walls. I have lived lifetimes since you died and I still feel your fingers curled in mine. 

 My heart has sunk like a boulder and skipped the stretch of the sea. I have held on to your hand and 

 opened my hand countless times. And I cannot outrun what is in me nor can I wait for what is in me. So I 



 will be the sky and the earth and when you please, you may flash like lightning but I am the sky and the 

 earth so please do not let me go. And every night the stars align and every month, in the crest of the new 

 moon, I see your hand. 

 My dear, I have never let you go. 



 “So may I enter the city now?” I said to the 

 two guards in front of me. One stared at me in 

 contemplation while the other continued 

 searching through my belongings without 

 acknowledging my question, as if he was so 

 focused on finding something that he blocked 

 out all outside distractions.  He had a sharp, 

 protruding, black chin beard complemented 

 by an intensely bushy mustache.  His eyebrows 

 were thick, giving him an intense gaze that 

 looked as if he was always angry.  The one 

 looking at me also had facial hair, but it was 

 softer.  He had a black goatee, and his eyes were softer.  He definitely looked more approachable.   Both 

 guards were clad in silver armor that glittered in the hot sun.  On the chest plates were symbols depicting 

 a coin among desert dunes: the symbol of Khalumra. 

 “Well…” the gate guard with the softer eyes uttered before pausing, as if to give his words more 

 thought, “Carrying around human remains is quite suspicious, but we have let stranger folk in, and I have 

 heard of the Spirit Speakers.  They are said to live fairly close.  You find anything incriminating in his bags, 

 Adil?” he said while turning to the guard searching through my stuff.  The man thoroughly searched 

 through one last pocket before meeting his gaze. 

 “No,” he said, “Just standard things for any traveler.” 

 “Alright then, I guess you can go on in.  But don’t do any funny business.” 

 “If I may ask,” I questioned, “why is security around the city so tight?” 

 “Well,” replied the soft eyed guard, “The city's lord had something precios stolen from him.”“What was 

 it?” 



 “None of your business!” barked the one named Adil. 

 “Geez, Adil, why do you always have to be so intense?” said the soft eyed guard. 

 “If we tell everyone in the city that one of the lord’s treasures is on the street then everyone will be 

 clawing for it!” 

 “Yeah, except no one knows what the treasure is and what it looks like.  Not even us.” 

 “So the lord has you searching for it yet you don’t know what it is?” I questioned. 

 “Not exactly.  All the lord told us was to detain anyone possessing ancient looking papyrus, so I’m 

 assuming it’s something like that.” 

 “Don’t tell him that!” cried Adil, “Now he knows what to look for!” 

 “Oh for the sake of the Weeping Lady, this lad isn’t going to hurt anyone.”  He returned his gaze to me. 

 “Pay him no mind and go on in.” 

 “Thank you, sir,” I said, relieved to finally be granted access. 

 “And remember, no funny business.” 

 “Yes sir.”  I retrieved my possessions from Adil, who leered at me and gave a disapproving grunt as I did 

 so.  Then I finally stepped through the gates into the city Khalumra.  I had grown up in an isolated village 

 within the valley of bones.  I wouldn’t say we were a small clan: the village comprised about 36 huts. 

 However, it was always fairly quiet, and I knew every single individual who lived there.  They all felt like 

 family to me.  I had never wandered too far from my village. The farthest I had ever gone was when I went 

 to Red Spire Rock to hunt for condors, and that was only a three hour trek there and back.  It had taken 

 me one and a half days to get to Khalumra.  And needless to say, I was not prepared for the change in 

 atmosphere. 



 I was bombarded with a cacophony of people bustling around, having conversations, muttering to 

 themselves, and simply arguing or shouting about subjects I had no interest in. There must have been 

 more than one-hundred people on the street I was on alone. Buildings towered around me on both sides 

 like grand stone cliffs and plateaus. They all were consistent in architecture, but varied wildly in height. 

 They varied in quality as well, with some looking more pristine and well kept than others.  As I continued 

 deeper into the city, trying to take everything in, I noticed that the deeper I went the better the quality of 

 the buildings became. I eventually found my way to a large circular city hub that branched off into more 

 streets. There were even more people in this area, and trees that I had never seen before growing in soft 

 soil patches. Many children were playing around these trees, and some were even climbing on them. In 

 the center of the hub was a marble statue of the Weeping Lady: the goddess of water said to make life 

 possible in these inhospitable lands. The statue depicted her leaning forward, as if looking at a lost infant, 

 and tenderly holding out her arms as if to cradle said infant. Marble tears streaked from her eyes and 

 down her cheeks. I couldn’t help but feel as if she were trying to comfort me; as if saying “There there, my 

 child. Life will be hard now but I will be with you.” That thought alleviated some of the intimidation I was 

 feeling from my environment and situation, though I was still feeling very intimidated. Mixed in with that 

 intimidation though, was a feeling of excitement: excitement for the new experiences and opportunities 

 that await me, as well as where they will take me. Hopefully down the path of becoming legendary. Down 

 one of the streets that branched from the hub was a bazaar. Shops and merchant booths with colorful 

 roofs lined the street for as far as the eye could see. A menagerie of goods were on display, from fruits to 

 jewelry to knick-knacks to tools. Many people were lined up to men peddling their wares on open open 

 rugs laid out across the dusty dirt ground, and some merchants were even pulling all of their wares in 

 carts and wagons, selling to anyone who approached them. Some of those carts were pulled by beasts 

 like camels and elephants, and some were just being pulled by hand by the merchants themselves. One 

 cart full of tonics was being pulled by an allosaurus equipped with reins and a saddle, and a woman with 

 a turban riding it’s back as if it were an ordinary horse. The sight baffled me, I had never seen an 

 allosaurus tamed before. They were so aggressive and dangerous that my clan deemed hunting one to be 

 a right of passage. A right of passage that I will never take part in. 



 My excitement weakens as I remember that I will never be allowed to return home. I am an exile thanks to 

 my own stupidity. Never again will I hear the encouraging words of my father whenever I fail, nor learn 

 from his wisdom. Never again will I taste my mother’s condor and night berry curry, my favorite food and 

 go to cure for headaches. Never again will I go hunting with my sister and compete over who has the best 

 aim with a bow, or best skill with a knife. Never again will I go hunting with my friends and help them 

 catch a sand shark, and then eat it together with them while we gaze at the stars. Tears began to well up 

 in my eyes, and a tightness formed in my stomach. I felt like I needed to clear my head, so I slipped deep 

 into the nearest alleyway. It was quieter in the alleyway, offering some sanctuary from the loud and lively 

 commotion of the city, and it was also cooler and shaded, which felt refreshing after a long day of walking 

 under the blistering sun. Though that refreshing feeling wasn’t enough to calm my emotions. I pressed my 

 back up against a shaded wall and slid down it till I was sitting in a fetal position. I tried to get all thoughts 

 of home out of my head, but the more I tried the more they persisted. They were like a swarm of ants 

 biting into me which bit down harder the more I tried to pull them off. In the end I gave up on resisting, 

 and started weeping into my knees. I wept for what felt like a while until my tears finally dried. “Guess I 

 still miss home,” I thought to myself half-jokingly. I felt like I needed some guidance, so I felt around in 

 my pack until I found my grandfather’s skull. I had wrapped the skull in cloth with cotton sown into the 

 underside for protection, but the cloth had come loose when the guards searched through my bag and I 

 had forgotten to tie it back up: probably because I wanted to get away from those guards as fast as 

 possible. I mentally berated myself for forgetting such a thing and risking damage to the skull. I carefully 

 examined the skull for any damage and found nothing. Then I began to focus. By focusing I am able to 

 channel magic, and through the rituals of my clan I can use it to temporarily revive the dead. I felt the rush 

 of magic fill my body; course through my veins like a soothing fire; make my heart pump faster as if on 

 adrenaline. I concentrated the magic into my arms, making them feel warm with power, and invoked the 

 simplest ritual of my clan: The Whisper of the Dead. I muttered the words of the ritual silently to my 

 grandfather’s skull and it allowed me to project the magic into it. The magic sparked ghostly blue flames 

 that danced around the skull. The flames did not burn my hands, but instead felt soothingly cool to the 

 touch. The flames uttered dissonant whispers, trying to call my grandfather’s soul from the spirit world and 



 lead him into this vessel. The dark, empty eye sockets of the skull slowly illuminate with the yellow light of 

 the soul until they are filled, and the dancing, blue flames dissipate away. 

 “Hello, Arnk,” my grandfather said, “How are you faring?” 

 “My mind is a whirlwind of emotions,” I said while rubbing my left hand against my hairline. “I don’t know 

 whether to be excited for the new life I have ahead of me, or miserable that I can never return to the one I 

 had before.” 

 “I understand. You’re in a foreign land, far from home. I felt the same way when I left home for the first 

 time. Hell, I was so nervous I almost wet myself, heh, heh. 

 “Ha ha!” The thought of my legendary grandfather wetting himself in fear was really comical to me. My 

 momentary joy abated with my next statement. “But the difference between you then and me now is that 

 you were allowed to return home.” 

 “Yes, that is true. I know that you love your family and clan deeply, but it was your own actions that led to 

 your exile and now you must face the consequences.” I look away sheepishly. “I know that it’s harsh, but 

 it’s true. What’s also true is that you still have family with you: me.” I look back at my grandfather and a 

 light smile creases my face. 

 “Yeah that is true, I still have you,” I said while gently placing my hand on the back of my grandfather’s 

 skull. 

 “Your family will be fine, Arnk, and so will you. You’re strong willed, smart, competitive, and most 

 importantly of all you have an ambition, a drive to become a legend, which is more than I had when I 

 started my journey. 

 “Really?” 

 “Yes. When I started I was just going with the flow and drifting where life took me: It got me through each 

 day, but it never let soar. Took me a while to find an ambition.” 



 “What was it?” 

 “I…” He paused for a bit. “I’m not going to tell you. I know how much you love imitating me, and I want 

 you to stick to your own ambition.” 

 “Fine, fine.” 

 “Just follow your instincts, and feel free to ask me for guidance.” 

 “Alright.” 

 “And hey, your sister Delphie is the chief now, give her a few years and she might rescind your exile.” 

 “Doubtful, but I guess that girl has pulled off miracles before.” 

 “Like the time she led you out of that dungeon after you doused your only torch in water that you 

 thought was oil.” 

 “She told you about that?!” 

 “Ha, ha, ha!” My face turned red with embarrassment. She had sworn not to tell a soul. Maybe she 

 thought dead people didn’t count, which they obviously do. “By the way, where are we?” he said while 

 scanning his surroundings with his golden eyes. 

 “Oh yeah, uh, I made it to Khalumra.” 

 “Is this an alley?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Let me see the street.” 

 “Okay.” I stood up, carefully clutching him in my arms, and walked back towards the street I came from. 

 “Don’t wander out too far, people will find a man holding human remains to be very suspicious.” 



 “Yeah I know, I already ran into that problem with the city gate guards.” I stopped a few feet from where 

 the alley meets the street, and I held my grandfather out just enough for him to get a good look. The 

 bazaar was still as active as when I left it, though now it wasn’t as overwhelming. I slowly sweeped my 

 arms from left to right in order to give my grandfather a panoramic view of the scene, then pulled him 

 back close to me. 

 “Yup, still as lively as I remember it.” I chuckle. 

 “Alright, grandfather, time to go back into my bag. I’ve got to find a place to rest up. You think my sister’s 

 amber earrings will get me a room at an inn?” 

 “I think so.” 

 “Great. Goodbye for now.” 

 “Goodbye, Arnk.” I focus and recite The Whisper of the Dead in reverse. The whispering flames dance 

 around his skull again, only this time they are ushering him out; leading him back to the spirit world. His 

 golden eyes fade back to empty, lifeless sockets. I wrap his skull back up in the cotton lined cloth and 

 place it back in my backpack. I looked back out into the bustling bazaar, and thought to myself, “Time to 

 find the path that'll lead to my ambition.” I stepped out into the street and looked around deciding which 

 direction to go next. 

 “Out of the way!” a voice shouted. I didn’t have time to react before someone pushed me aside as they 

 sped by, knocking me onto my ass. It was a boy around my age. He had rugged, raven black hair and 

 sapphire blue eyes. A sand colored cloth hid the rest of his face. He wore a sand colored cloak with a 

 brown, leather vest underneath. His pants were light gray, and he wore brown leather boots. His belt held 

 many bags and pouches, and he also appeared to have small pouches and dagger holsters along his 

 arms and legs. At his hips were two sheathed scimitars. 

 “You can’t get away, rat!” Two other people sped by, chasing after the boy. They wore black robes, black 

 cloth masks and black turbans. Each of them also carried dual scimitars. I quickly stood up and watched 



 the chase, until a form of curiosity took over my legs and I followed after them. Looking back on it, I 

 probably followed because I felt that this event might be my calling, this moment might be the one that 

 leads me down the path to becoming legendary. But at the time my thoughts were mostly on who this 

 boy is, and who are the men chasing him and for what reason do they chase him. I followed them through 

 the streets. They weaved through the crowds, pushing people in their way aside without any regard for 

 their well being. I could see the desperation in their actions. The boy was putting his all into trying to 

 escape, and his pursuers were putting their all into trying to catch him. It was hard to stay on their tail but 

 I managed it, and eventually followed them into a wide, sunlit alleyway. The boy stopped in his tracks 

 halfway into the alley as soon as he saw that it was a dead end. Both of the pursuers chuckled 

 malevolently as they slowly approached him. 

 “Thought you were so slick, didn’t you, Kali,” said one of the pursuers, “Well now you’re trapped like the 

 rat you are.” The boy quickly turned around and drew his scimitars. He had a smile on his face. 

 “C’mon, you think I’d let myself get cornered,” he said, “I lured you guys here, and now I have you right 

 where I want you.” I could see the fear behind his smile, he did not plan this. Still though, I had to admire 

 his composure. I thought he would beg for his life, but instead he looked ready to fight the two men to 

 the death. 

 “If that’s the case then why don’t you come at us,” said the other pursuer. He slowly backed away as they 

 approached him. I could see his eyes darting around frantically to find an escape route, or something that 

 might help him. I decided it was time to interfere. I emerged from the corner I was spying from. 

 “Hey!” I said loudly. They all focused on me. “What’s going on here?” 

 “None of your business,” said one of the turbaned men, “Just go on your merry way,” he said while 

 lightly waving his scimitar to the right, signaling me to move along. 

 “What do you plan on doing to him,” I said while pointing to the boy, “Do you plan on killing him?” 



 “Just about,” said the second man while his arms twitched manically. I couldn’t tell if it was a condition of 

 his body or if he was craving bloodshed. 

 “Why?” 

 “Like I said, none of your-” 

 “Because he stole something precious to us,” said the twitching man, interrupting the first man. The first 

 man glared at him and growled angrily. “What?” 

 “Thievery is hardly worth the penalty of death,” I said. 

 “Depends on who you steal from.” 

 “I don’t think you have the authority to make that decision. You two don’t look like guards.” 

 “And neither do you!” said the first man angrily while he took a step forward and pointed a scimitar 

 towards me. “So why don’t you get out of here or else we’ll-” A knife flew through the air and lodged 

 itself into the man’s neck, cutting his words short. Blood squirted out the man’s neck, and soaked a deep 

 crimson stain into his black garb. A sickening gurgle left his throat as blood bubbled up from his mouth, 

 and then he fell to the ground lifeless. The twitching man was stunned in shock from the sudden event, as 

 was I. The knife had come from the boy they were pursuing. He had grabbed it from one of the holsters 

 on his leg and thrown it. He wasted no time. He grabbed another knife and threw it at the twitching man. 

 He was prepared though, and deflected it out of the air with his scimitars. 

 “KALI!!!” the twitching man shouted with a bloodcurdling fury. He charged at Kali and performed a 

 double horizontal slash, but Kali parried it with his own blades. They both clashed in a hectic duel of 

 scimitars. Both of them parrying and counterattacking, trying to get a hit on the other. I unsheathed my 

 hunting knife and ran In. I aimed for the man’s back but he heard me coming and anticipated, breaking 

 away from Kali and side stepping away from me. He swung towards my neck with one blade and I 

 ducked, then he swung with the other while I was ducking, forcing me to parry with my knife. “Damn 



 pest!” He slashed with the other blade and I tried backing away from it, but I got cut badly across the 

 cheek. I shouted in pain as blood spilled down the side of my face. 

 “Hey!” said Kali. The man turned to him only to get an eyes full of sand as Kali threw a handful of it in his 

 face. The man reeled from the intense irritation to his eyes. “Gotcha!” Kali drove his scimitars into the 

 man’s chest, cracking his rib bones and popping both of his lungs. The man hacked out blood, then went 

 limp. Kali pulled his scimitars out of his body and he fell to the ground dead. Kali chuckled. “Amateur, 

 trying to fight two opponents at once with just two swords and pure rage. Should’ve taken a page from 

 my book and run away.” He looked over at me. I had a hand over my bleeding cheek. “Are you okay?” 

 “Yeah,” I said. 

 “Here, let me see that.” He walked over to me. I lifted my hand off of my wound and he looked closely at 

 it. “Hmmm…Doesn’t look bad, but there’ll be a scar.” 

 “I see. Guess I still have a lot to learn about fighting other people.” 

 “Maybe I could teach you a thing or two. Here…” He fumbled through a pack that was hidden under his 

 cloak and pulled a red cloth out of it. “Press this against it and it’ll heal up on its own.” 

 “Thank you,” I say while taking the cloth and pressing it against my wound. It felt silky, and comforting to 

 the touch. 

 “No, thank you for jumping in, to my rescue. Why did you, though?” 

 “You looked like you were in trouble, and great people help those in need: that’s what my grandfather 

 taught me.” 

 “So you’re a do-gooder, huh. We don’t get many of you in this city.” 

 “Well, I’m actually not from this city.” 

 “Oh, so you’re a traveler.” 



 “Yes. I’m from the Spirit Speakers clan, I came here because…” The pain and shame of the memory wells 

 up in my throat, paralyzing my words. “Well…I’d rather not talk about it,” I said while breaking eye 

 contact. 

 “Interesting,” he said while sheathing his weapons. “Well mister traveler from the Spirit Speaker clan I am 

 extremely glad to have bumped into you today.” He held out his hand. “I’m Kali.” 

 “Arnk” I grabbed his hand firmly and shook it. “So do you mind telling me what it is you stole from those 

 men?” 

 “I’ll tell you when I trust you better,” he said while pulling his hand away. 

 “Whether you’re deserving of death or not thievery is still thievery.” 

 “Not if it was stolen from thieves.” 

 “You mean it had already been stolen by those people that were after you?” 

 “Yup.” He walked around me and started stepping towards the way we entered the alley. “C’mon, let’s 

 get out of here before someone shows up and starts asking us why we’re standing next to two dead 

 men.” I lightly tapped my finger against my forehead as I pieced together the information. 

 “It’s the lord’s treasure isn’t it? An ancient piece of papyrus.” 

 “Huh?” He instantly turned around. “How’d you know about that?” 

 “The gate guards told me. Said they were on the lookout for anyone holding ancient papyrus.” 

 “Right, of course they are, of course they are. It’s going to be much harder to get out of the city if they’re 

 already on the prowl. I like me a good challenge.” 

 “You want to try escaping the city?” He put his finger to his lower lip and rubbed it. 



 “Tell ya what, Arnk, I’ll show you what I got.” A shuffling noise near one of the walls snares our attention. 

 It turned out to be just a stray cat. “But not here. Follow me.” I followed him, and he led me through 

 several more bustling streets until we arrived at one that was quiet and seemed more isolated from the 

 other ones. I continued to follow and he led me straight to a shabby shack that looked like it was barely 

 holding together. “Here we are,” he said while pulling away a curtain that covered where the front door 

 should’ve been. We both stepped inside. It was just as shabby inside as it was on the outside. It looked 

 like it hadn’t been lived in for some time. There were cobwebs and dust all over the place. The only 

 furniture was a couch, an old chest, a tattered rug, and a few cushions on the floor with a blanket thrown 

 over them to act as a makeshift bed. 

 “Is this where you live? 

 “Yep. I’ve lived in this shack my whole life. That is, until I joined Alibaba and his gang of thieves.” 

 “Gang of thieves?!” 

 “Man, I really have been gone from this place a long time. Look at all the dust.” He stroked his fingers 

 along the top of the old chest and looked at them to see how much dust they had collected. 

 “I’m sorry, did you say you were part of a gang of thieves?” 

 “That’s right. And it’s thanks to them that I got my hands on this.” He pulled a leather satchel off his back 

 that had been hidden under his sand colored cloak. “Now before I show you my secret, Arnk, you need to 

 tell me yours. Why did you come to this city?” 

 “I…I…” I stuttered. The pain of the memory welled up again, but this time I forced it down. “I 

 was…banished…from my clan.” 

 “And why were you banished?” 

 “I committed a crime. I tried to prove that I was good enough, that I was worthy of the ancestry I carry, 

 but I ended up almost getting myself killed, and got exiled.” 



 “Yes, yes, yes!” His reaction takes me by surprise. “I understand you, Arnk, you wanted to prove yourself! 

 You wanted to show them that you were more than what they thought of you! I know that feeling, Arnk. I 

 wanted to prove to everyone that I wasn’t just a wretched street nobody, that’s why I joined Alibaba’s 

 band of thieves, and why I stole this.” He pulled out a rolled up piece of papyrus and spread it out on the 

 floor. The papyrus definitely looked ancient. Depicted on it was a map and writing from a language I did 

 not recognize. 

 “What is that?!” 

 “It’s a map to the lost city of Zaradahn.” 

 “I don’t know what that is.” 

 “Oh. Well allow me to enlighten you, Zaradahn is the capital city of an ancient empire that ruled this 

 desert long ago. The king of Zaradahn, Zarghul, was said to possess untold riches, but he buried those 

 riches and Zaradahn under the sand when an army of people called the Gajaarians threatened to 

 overthrow his empire. This is history by the way, not legend.” 

 “So you want to find this city and claim its treasure.” 

 “Yes, and I want you to help me, Arnk.” 

 “What?!” 

 “Many hands make light work after all, and you and I are kindred spirits, I can feel it. Imagine the tales 

 that would be told: ‘Kali and Arnk bravely sought out the lost city Zaradahn and found it with their skill 

 and wit.’” I tapped my fingers against my forehead as I thought over his proposal. I thought to myself that 

 this could be my calling, the string of fate that’ll lead me down the legendary path. It could be quite the 

 grand adventure. But I had just met this person, could I even trust him? He was part of a band of thieves 

 after all. “Why’re you hesitating? Is it because you think you’re not good enough?” 

 “Excuse me?” 



 “I mean, if you think you’re not good enough that’s fine, I’ll just find someone else to-” 

 “Alright, fine, I’ll prove to you I have what it takes! I’ll go with you to get that treasure, and I’ll take care of 

 every obstacle for you.” 

 “Excellent, then from now on we are partners.” He held out his hand. “Tomorrow we’ll plan a way out of 

 the city.” I grabbed his hand and shook it. 

 “Yeah.” We both smiled. I didn’t know it at the time but I was staring at the face of the man who would 

 forge me into the legend I am today, and bring about so much pain and heartbreak that still haunts me to 

 this day. Now that I look back on it, even if I had known the path Kali would lead me down I’m still unsure 

 if I would’ve accepted or declined. At the time, though, we just smiled and laughed, and went to sleep 

 dreaming of the adventure we were about to go on, and the treasure we would find 



 Day: 1 

 I don't know where I am, I was just doing 

 some work on some chemicals since it was 

 for a project and I just saw a huge portal like 

 thing in front of the table. I tried to run from 

 it and hopefully get to safety but it was too 

 late. I was pulled into it somehow by the 

 force or something then I found myself in this 

 blizzard like world. For miles I just saw snow 

 and trees but it was mainly snow but I was so 

 scared of why I was here. I found this book which had nothing but some claw markers, I decided to log 

 everything so If I do not escape the next people will at least have something to go off of. I have found this 

 hole and I have made it like home for now. At the time I am writing this, it's nightfall. I need to try my best 

 to sleep on the cold floor and try my best to think of something. 

 Day: 2 

 I wake up with me being cold and freezing like it was my last death bed, with me writing this I don’t 

 understand how my fingers are still able to write. I can’t even write straight since this environment is 

 bringing me down and I don't even know if I can survive standing on my own but I must keep going. I 

 need to escape this ruin of whatever this is. I'm going to look for food so that I can eat at least a meal. I 

 will log it at least so I can see what I can do. 

 I found a couple of things on my way but it was pretty bad, which is ripped boots, a rusty knife, some 

 berries that I need to check out and a rock. It doesn't look alot but I just need to keep searching. I try to 

 eat ice so I can have some water in my system since it's the only thing I can do but  just gotta keep going. 



 Day:3 

 I have seen some leaves that can be used for a fire but I need to find some more stuff if I want to start to 

 make some progress. It is scary since there are no humans but I did see some cows and white rabbits. I 

 need to set up a fire soon and maybe some other stuff if i need looking but there could be anything there 

 if i am not careful. I would have something for dinner. 

 Day:4 

 I have found some footprints from somewhere but I don't understand where it even comes from. I think 

 there is some other person but I need to hide so I can focus on keeping alive. The curiosity is still killing 

 me but I don't want to keep going on that trail because I might die. So I'm just going to find some stuff 

 around me and hope I can find some stuff. 

 Day:5 

 I found some stuff but it wasn't something I wanted to find, which was a headless creature that was dead 

 near a frozen lake. I threw up once I saw it and just hid in my cave and just didn't want to go back outside. 

 That scared me too much. I don't even know I can't stand this anymore since there is something that can 

 kill that but what I need to do is try to research more and see what it is. 

 I heard something out of my cave and I saw something that could be concerning, there were at least 6 or 

 7 figures that were around the creature. Soon they were dragging the body somewhere. I don't know 

 where they took it but I might be there next dinner if I do anything around at night. 

 Not to self NEVER GO OUTSIDE or that will happen to you or make you die 

 Day: 6 

 Once I woke up is ran out and saw what the body that was there is now gone and now I must figure out 

 what happened so I can't at least know what I am facing this but at least I can be safe for now just by 

 doing but I need to find more resources since Im going low too 



 - 

 Ok this is what I got back 

 Some dry wood bark 

 Some rabbit 

 A piece of flint 

 Herbs but they are wet but I think I can dry them at least 

 Berries 

 That was all I can carry since my lab coat is getting some soaked and i need to dry that out somehow 

 Day:7 

 I went to check out my lab coat and it got wet from dropping out of the make shifted hanger and it went 

 into a wet puddle. I signed and sat down mad and started crying. I heard some footsteps like its 

 crunching and I had to stray quiet. I grabbed a stick I had collected and went outside. What I saw was 

 someone who was wearing a nice suit and tie. It was black suit with a red tie. You can see that a mile away 

 like a red viale if blood that someone collected somewhere in the lab. I got scared and went back in the 

 cave so that the person on the snow didn’t see me or hear me. I hear branches crunched and soon I hear 

 them crying. The man was crying out loud, started to panic. I looked to see that the man was slowly going 

 into a snow quicksand like that. I stood there and I didn't understand what but I started to run to him. Like 

 I needed to save him like it was out of control. So I start to run at him and I point the stick at him. I said 

 “GRAB!!NOW!!” Once I said that he grabbed it like it was nothing and I started to pull. It took a couple of 

 tries and I luckily got him out in time since he looked like he was about to be frozen in place. 

 - 

 He passed out on the floor and I sighed. 



 Day: 8 

 I woke up and saw that the man was still sleeping. So I got up and started to see that the guy in the suit 

 was still asleep. I start to look outside and see what I can do since there is someone here now. I heard a 

 grunt and looked to see what was going on. I looked to see the man stand up and see the man looking at 

 me. He was shocked, he ran to me to hug men and started to cry. I rubbed his back and he looked at me 

 in my eyes. I pushed him away a bit and wiped myself. I signed and I looked at him saying this at the 

 same time. 

 Me: what’s your name 

 Man#1: uhh my name why 

 Me: well dumb I need to 

 Man#1: well I actually don't know at all I wished I know, wait what is your name 

 Me: ah my name is…wait I don't remember I was here for a week I think and I can't remember for some 

 reason. 

 Man#1: well what do you remember at least 

 Me: I'm 22 years old, I went to college, uhhh Im a medical assistacne but I also went to become a scientist 

 so I can become a famous doctor. I wanted to help others, I wanted to be the reason people wanted to 

 live much longer and want to help others. What about you? What do you remember about suit man? 

 Man#1: I'm 42 year old, I'm the mayor of a great city. I was infamous on how I brought a city that was 

 broken by a corrupted bastard who thought money would make him rich but it didn't work out. I was the 

 one who made everything right and made sure the promise that I put into the city was true and would not 

 have my people hurt. 



 Me: ooooo so that explained the suit HA 

 Man#1: Ya but geez I was going to a meeting with my council and make sure we are up to date on some 

 stuff since there was some stuff since the police department was not doing things about some crimes and 

 letting them into my city. 

 At this point this point a light bulb sparked and I said “wait I have an idea about something” 

 Man#1: ya what is your idea kid 

 Me: damn do I look th- not the point what if I called you mayor since it can be like a nickname and 

 everyone called you that I think. 

 Mayor: you know what kid that works and I will call you doc then if that is fine with you 

 I nodded my head after that and we started talking about a lot of things but soon it was dark. I fell asleep 

 and so did the mayor. 

 Day:9 

 We have now decided to write down what we think so we can keep being sane and not going mad after 

 the whole altercation that happened yesterday before the mayor almost died from the snow quicksand. 

 We made a promise on one thing, to not look at the other logs only our own logs unless it is a list or a 

 common thing we can all look at. 

 Doc Log: 

 I have found today some stuff about the mayor today and I'm just happy that I finally got someone to talk 

 to since this gives me a bit of comfort in the fact we are in this wasteland. That’s ok but I need to keep 

 going since we might be able to escape if we figure out a way. I have also learned that there is a secret 

 village that keeps a lot of things and knows that if we can use their resources and might see what we can 

 do with it can be really helpful to me and the mayor. 



 Mayor log: 

 I have told doc some important information that i have found, it's about the village. It looked abandoned 

 and broken down but it can be used for survival so for the next couple days we are going to find things 

 that can be used so we can collect more items. The rabbit fur is being used to make better boots and we 

 can also put it together if we do it correctly. 

 Doc log: 

 Me and the mayor were able to successfully make some boots and when he went out to check for things. 

 His feet didn't get frosted and he stayed warm, he also was able to withhold himself when he walked over 

 the quicksnow. I laughed but soon I got scared since we heard a roaring and we started to run back inside 

 since it was probably the mosner that had killed the other day. The mayor and I have made a makeshift 

 door so we can at least have some coverage from the weather. We used some branches and some snow 

 to make a functional doorway for us. We had to take turns since the weather can freeze us to death. I'm 

 surprised we didn't die from it but we got this. We also got some stuff too which we can also make a 

 stone axe by a rock we have found. 

 Day 9: 

 Mayor log: 

 Once I woke up I saw a figure at the door and I started to scream but soon started running. Leaving the 

 door open, so I started to run after it but before I even thought it was a good idea to start running. I saw 

 another figure, it was almost like a group that was near that person but I looked down and saw there was 

 a basket full of stuff. The group started to leave and I was shocked since it can also contain things that can 

 be to kill us so I lifted it outside to let the doc see what is goin on. Sheesh if the guards were here I would 

 be able to have the “gift” gone since it can have something that can hurt us. 



 Doc log: 

 I woke up to have the mayor shaking me awake for something at the door. I woke up to see this basket at 

 the door, he looked at me saying this story on the fact there was a group of people who had just dropped 

 this basket at the doorstep. I signed and got a stick to poke at the basket. With the stick I have picked out 

 some fur-like thing and I have brought it to me to see what it is. I inspected it while the mayor was looking 

 over my shoulder and being scared half dead. I started to grab it and see what it was, it was a coat like a 

 sweater to keep others warm. I was surprised and I looked outside to see if anyone was still around. There 

 was no one and I smiled. I grabbed the basket and the mayor exclaimed, “WHAT ARE YO-: I stopped him 

 and I responded, “this basket is finding its supplies for us” he looked surprised. I looked more into the 

 basket and it had a lot of stuff that we needed. 

 The list of stuff we got 

 -2 things of fur coat suit 

 - meat ( look like rabbit and some other stuff) 

 - a stone knife 

 - rope 

 - some fat wrapped 

 - dried tinder 

 - small sticks 

 - bowl 

 -frozen fruit (it look like a fruit but I can't tell) 

 - basket with a lead (it was made out of plants) 



 Day 10: 

 Mayor log: 

 I have put on one of the outfits but I had to take off my suit since it doesn't fit and once I walked out I was 

 so warm. I felt so warm and happy that I felt my body once I walked out of the cave we were in. walking 

 around to see the thing around us is weird since I can focus. Once I took a look, I saw in the distance a 

 creature but it roared which made me walk back inside. Doc woke up and I had to cover his mouth since I 

 didn't want to die. Soon the monster was a walker and you could feel the vibration and I thought we were 

 going to die. What have saw was scary that i just can't write 

 Doc log: 

 Mayor is knocked out cold and can't walk up. He got so scared of the thing we saw back there and so I 

 had to drag him to the makeshift bed we had. I checked his vials if there were any signs of life I have seen 

 to make sure he is alive and he was alive but unconscious after that. 

 Doc log: 

 He got up and felt like he needed to throw up and so I got him up to take him outside. Once we did that 

 we saw a dead body in front of the door and we got so scared. I almost have shit my pants and see the 

 mayor not going. I had to put him back in bed and make sure he gets some rest after this whole day. 

 I examine the body and it looks like a human but not fully since there are some significant differences on 

 how their blood is a different color as well their skin. They have a dark blue and their skin has a gray color 

 to it. I heard something coming, like running or something else so I had to hide so that I wouldn’t be seen 

 by anyone. 



 Day 11: 

 Doc log: 

 I asked the mayor if he wanted to find out what was going on and maybe find that village that he talked 

 about. He was scared at first but then agreed since I stated that we have the materials now and we have 

 to make sure we have supplies for this small trip to find out some stuff. Since this will maybe take a bit 

 Mayor log: 

 I'm scared since we will be gone from home so I hope this goes well but I will try to write as much as i can 

 since this will be a while ride for me and doc. 

 Day 13: 

 Doc log: 

 It has been a couple days and we have been walking to find this village but at least we are somewhat 

 warm since the basket we have received we are a bit low on food but we found some animals on the way. 

 We have been keeping an eye on ourselves so that we don't get hunted by that creature. 

 Day 17: 

 Doc Log: 

 The mayor and I have found some old abandoned village, like people have been in this world for many 

 years but it doesn't make sense. Soon me and the mayor looked around and we heard some footsteps, 

 we turned and saw that there were some creatures like humans but they weren't human. They look like a 

 human creature but with gray skins and they had a winter coat from some fur but we were looking for 

 days and we couldn’t find any animal that had fur. We couldn't see any other Features. Soon after they 

 spot us they have started to shoot arrows and me and the mayor have to outrun them. It felt like hours to 



 lose them out of our trails and we have worn out or made shift boots and I started to cough. The mayor 

 looked at me and said we need to head back so we can stay warm. 

 Mayor log: 

 Doc looked a little sick and I was scared for my life since this is the first time when I had to do someone 

 who is sick.  I didn't understand what I needed to do or how to do it but I just needed to make sure that 

 doc is okay. He looks like that someone just punched him in the stomach or better yet someone has 

 actually punched him in the stomach.  nevertheless he instructed me on what to do and had to quarantine 

 him just to make sure that this disease or staying wasn't anything airborne.  We have cut a wall like area 

 so it would separate him from us and we made him a slit on the bottom so that when he is hungry he 

 needs an idea with his flipping through his stuff  through that hole that we made. Doc left us some meds 

 and told us what they do is just in case we even get sick. I brought some nice ones that looked like 

 rabbits or a funky Chicken. I didn't really know I never had it before. I am usually political but never the 

 last food is food and I am scared for doc. 

 Day 20: 

 Mayor log: 

 It's been hard since Doc has passed, he was a good man but I hate this world. I lost my best friend, I have 

 been trying to get home and just at least be safe. I cant think straight, I feel like im going insane and I 

 dont know why im writing in this stupid book but I cant do this anymore. There is no escape, there is just 

 doom all over this wasteland. 

 Mayor log: 

 I tried to committee the undying action but I was stopped by an army man and he has come to me since 

 well of that but he told me there is a place to be safe so I think there is hope but doc Im sorry friend. I 

 wished I knew what to do. I love you as a son and I will push through as much as I can. 



 Soldier log: 

 I was called a soldier by this man and I don't understand why. Is it a nickname or something that he does. 

 I don't understand but all I know is that this mayor can be really helpful once I get ready to go to more of 

 this wasteland. I took him back to the base and everyone was welcoming him like a brother. I was happy 

 but his information is important to me and I want to learn what he got. 

 Day 23: 

 There was an accident- 

 *the pages from here were ripped* 

 Day 62: 

 Soldiers log: 

 I have found this strangest Castle out of nowhere and it looks like it's been here but I've been in this area 

 for so many times it doesn't make sense at all. it's like a came out of nowhere and it's like Calling my 

 name. I want to go in but I don't know if I'll ever come out. I know I am strong enough. I have won so 

 many medals for being honored and within my combat I am one of the highest intelligent and logical 

 soldiers that have been in my Platoon.  I must complete this Mission no matter what and I'll do it even if it 

 kills me. 



 They had what was probably their millionth 

 argument just a few minutes ago — Megan 

 said, “Stop staring at the clock,” and Jennifer, 

 though she most definitely had been staring at 

 the clock, snapped, “Except I’m not, so why 

 don’t you stop staring  me  ,” and Megan said, 

 “I’m not staring at anything,” before they had 

 lapsed back into silence. Despite the 

 thorniness, there seems to be an unspoken 

 agreement that neither of them acknowledge 

 each others’ lies today; after all, it’s a humane 

 gesture to pretend one is telling the truth. 

 Sometimes even the worst people in the world deserve that much. Jennifer considers herself 

 magnanimous like that. 

 In any case, she’s already back to staring at the clock with anticipatory dread, the kind that weighs down 

 like a millstone until she’s slumped in her chair. As if the dorm furniture isn’t already awful for her posture. 

 Every time those shivering red digits blink into a different position, the dread intensifies until the room 

 almost feels boggy with it. Jennifer can’t give Megan the satisfaction of another lecture, though, so she 

 drags her eyes away and grabs the telephone receiver off its cradle instead. 

 The clear plastic phone is something she had begged her parents for over the course of six months — 

 “  Literally everyone has one, Mom, I’m serious  ”, while  shaking a  Delia’s  catalogue in her face as proof  — 

 and upon moving into the dorms, this prized possession took residence as the centerpiece on her desk 

 atop a stack of CD cases, its yellow cord still pristinely spiraled and tangle-free. Even though the dial tone 

 had gone out a couple weeks ago, Jennifer still finds the receiver comforting to hold and have fake 

 conversations into. She’ll talk to her high school friend Jackie about dorm life, or to her mom about 

 classes; it might be a stupid piece of plastic, but also reminds her of those six months of wheedling, and 



 how her mom drove around to multiple K-Marts to hunt it down. Mostly it reminds her of life before this 

 and how she has a place to return to. 

 A scenario quickly takes shape in her head: Mom had sent a care package that took a week to get routed 

 to the correct dorm building. Into dead air, she starts explaining the intricacies of mail delivery to 

 on-campus housing and finds herself feeling more calm and settled after only a few lines of imaginary 

 conversation. If she ever gets out of here, she really should enroll in a drama class or something. 

 As she talks, she also opens a home manicure kit for an extra blanket of self-delusion. There are scabs 

 dotted all over her hands in little red islands, which is mildly horrifying, but her brain processes them 

 behind a layer of detachment. Like, sure, they’re injuries sustained from escaping mortal danger, but 

 physiologically they’re just platelet plugs. Plus, if she focuses really hard, they sort of fade into soft blurs, 

 an overlookable backdrop to the shine of freshly buffed nails. 

 “I need a mani,” she mutters, curling her fingers and examining them up close. “A professional one. 

 Megan, don’t you think I need a mani?” 

 She holds up her hand, arm outstretched over the wooden chair-back. On the other side of their room, 

 Megan is sitting cross-legged atop her bed and hunched all the way forward onto her elbows, head 

 barely clearing the ceiling due to the lofted height. She appears engrossed in whatever tome she’s staring 

 at, though Jennifer is pretty sure she hasn’t heard a page turn within the past hour. 

 “Hellooooo,” Jennifer trills. 

 Megan finally glances over. Given the bed configuration, she always has to look down to respond to 

 anything and it gives the impression that every interaction is one she only deigns to engage in. Jennifer 

 recognizes that this might be a projection, more of a  self  problem than an  others  problem, but she 

 doesn’t care enough to explore any further than that. Self-awareness is more than anyone can ask for of a 

 college freshman. 

 “Mani? Yes?” she prompts. 



 “Sure. I guess so.” 

 Jennifer sighs, then puts the phone back on its cradle and half-turns in her seat. “Can’t you play along for 

 like two seconds?” 

 “I’m trying to,” Megan defends. “I’ve just never gotten a manicure before.” 

 “Oh. Well.” 

 “And I find it hard to believe that this is what you’re thinking about right now.” 

 “Do you really, though?” Jennifer challenges, bored already. “As if I haven’t been doing this exact same 

 thing the entire time you’ve known me?” 

 “I guess,” Megan says again with a slight eyeroll. 

 “I don’t want to have another fight,” Jennifer insists, knowing full well that such words usually stoke the 

 opposite outcome. 

 To her credit, Megan just blinks a couple times and says, “Me neither,” before turning back to her 

 textbook. She naturally has a bug-eyed sort of gaze that came off charmingly naive during Welcome 

 Week, those big brown eyes paired with straight brown hair. Now, almost a month later, she mostly looks 

 shell-shocked, or like she has an untreated thyroid problem. 

 Jennifer faces her desk again as well, somewhat pleased that Megan sidestepped that particular trap, but 

 also disgruntled at how the reality of their interactions always skews from the way it goes in her 

 imagination. The quiet is initially comforting, but then the absence of distractions starts letting fear creep 

 back in. 

 She’s considering making another fake call to her mom when a knock at the door makes her jump a little. 

 There’s a thump from Megan’s side as well. Jennifer watches her rub the top of her head with a mean kind 

 of satisfaction. 



 The door opens. Of course it’s Corey, appearing as if manifested by the intensity of their dread. He pokes 

 his head around and announces, “It’s time, ladies. Let’s go,” before ducking back out again. 

 Instinctively, Jennifer looks at Megan, who’s already looking back down at her. The fear flips inside out 

 and transforms back to irritation instead. God. She really needs to loft her own bed when they get back. 

 # 

 There used to be almost fifty students assigned to Malcolm Hall 3F and somehow Jennifer still ended up 

 with the weirdest roommate on the floor. The name on the enrollment packet seemed innocuous enough 

 –  Megan Mannering  – and Jennifer’s mom assured her  that alliteration in a name was a good sign, in the 

 way that moms always tried to ascribe significance to completely random things. But in the flesh, Megan 

 was the type of aggravating that was difficult to sum up in a succinct way. She was like an oblivious little 

 sister, or a moth bumping up against a lampshade over and over; she was a million annoying atoms 

 making up one girl who wore floral dresses every day and hummed all the time and constantly announced 

 idioms that no one else had ever heard of. 

 Jennifer always seems to attract weird, though. Occasionally she wonders if it’s some cosmic thing, the 

 universe insidiously hinting at how she herself is someone hanging on to the fringes of normalcy as 

 defined by ever-changing abstract social standards. College was supposed to change all that, but she’d 

 gotten dragged down again purely by physical proximity to the girl who wore a colander on her damn 

 head whenever she used the microwave. 

 “He left the door open,” Megan points out. She’s lying down now, head nestled into the crease of the 

 book binding, and directing her words to the ceiling. “That’s rude, isn’t it?” 

 In response, Jennifer leans over, folding herself in half until her knuckles brush the floor. Corey’s words 

 have been pounding through her echo chamber head and now she’s seeing staticky black amoebas 

 pulsing everywhere. The more she tries to breathe, the more it feels like a fist is crushing her lungs as 

 easily as foil. 



 Dimly, she hears Megan telling her, “Just breathe, Jen. In, two, three, four – hold it – and out, two, three, 

 four. In, two, three, four – ” 

 Obviously the last thing she wants to do is actually listen to Megan’s advice, but her body seems to have 

 cranked up the survival mode to full blast and she finds herself obeying without even thinking about it. 

 After a few breaths, the amoebas start to fade out. She sits upright again cautiously. The world seems 

 brighter, like she’s climbed out of a tunnel. 

 “Were you a midwife for your cult or something?” she tries to sass. It comes out more like a frog’s croak. 

 “A plane crash is peaceful,” Megan says sagely, as if this a logical reply. 

 “What?” 

 “Anticipating something is almost always worse than the actual thing happening,” Megan clarifies. 

 Jennifer stares at her. “That is the worst bullshit I’ve ever heard in my life. Also,  no one says that  .” 

 “Yes, they do. I learned it in my midwifery class.” 

 They meet eyes. A strange noise bubbles out of Jennifer’s throat, perfectly straddled between laughing 

 and crying. Megan also makes a small huffing noise that’s equally as difficult to pinpoint. 

 “I wasn’t actually in a midwifery class. In case that wasn’t clear.” 

 Jennifer ignores her and instead says, “You know, Stephanie T. thought you were Amish.” 

 “A lot of people think that,” Megan replies placidly. “You guys aren’t special.” 

 “Well, I told her you weren’t.” 

 Megan pauses, like she’s trying to come up with some kind of response, before saying, “Oh,” and finally 

 rolling over to descend from her lofted perch. “Should we get ready?” 



 For some reason, Jennifer keeps thinking about Stephanie as they slowly move about the room in 

 ritualistic preparation. Stephanie had straw-blonde hair with darker roots, not unlike Jennifer’s own. She 

 and Darryl were the last duo to go for a food run a week ago and ultimately neither of them made it back, 

 but Darryl had managed to heave his bag within twenty yards of the building entrance in a last heroic act. 

 Jennifer had drawn the short straw to go fetch it, hence the scabs on her hands. 

 Stephanie, Stephanie, Stephanie,  she says to herself.  She wonders if anyone will invoke her memory like 

 this if she doesn’t make it. Probably not. Darryl’s selfless act made their demise all the more tragic, and it’s 

 likely that she’s too petty to copy his follow-through. Even imagining Corey’s face makes her want to 

 chuck any supplies in the opposite direction. 

 She and Megan futz around some more, since every time one of them seems ready to go, the other is in 

 the middle of something else. Megan is standing halfway down the ladder to make her bed, so Jennifer 

 leans over to retie her shoes with double knots; Megan is burrowed halfway into her wardrobe to change, 

 so Jennifer takes the opportunity to turn around and whisper a quick goodbye into her phone. 

 When she turns back around, Megan is waiting for her. 

 “I think I wanted that to feel poetic,” Jennifer explains. The back of her neck feels hot; nascent amoebas 

 are threatening to fuzz up her vision again. 

 “Did it?” 

 “I don’t know. Not really.” 

 “Bummer.” Megan stretches her mouth out of shape in order to bite at a specific corner of her bottom lip. 

 She looks pale. A curtain of tears is overlaying those bug eyes. 

 “I’m scared,” Jennifer finds herself announcing loudly, as if high volume will mask the vulnerability. 

 “Don’t be scared,” Megan says, and Jennifer almost rails at her, except then she adds, “Let’s both be 

 annoying again. It’s a good distraction.” 



 # 

 They pull their hair back into tight ponytails, the kind that magazines always warn them against due to 

 strand breakage, and then head downstairs. The rest of them are in the lounge – Corey, pacing around by 

 the kitchenette, and behind him on the couches are Dean and his girlfriend, Ashley, who constantly has 

 salty tracks of tears and mascara striping down her cheeks. It’s difficult to tell whether she keeps 

 reapplying or just hasn’t washed her face for weeks. 

 “It’ll be fine,” Corey assures. He’s strapping a giant backpack onto Megan. She flops around, letting him 

 maneuver her without protest like a limp fish. 

 “Yeah, it’ll be fine,” she echoes with an inscrutable expression. 

 “We all know this is pointless, right?” Jennifer states. 

 Nobody else acknowledges her, so she’s left with no other option but to put her own backpack on and 

 wait. Megan appears to slowly be taking the shape of a folding lawn chair, which makes Corey's job 

 harder. At least there’s that. 

 Wistfully, Jennifer thinks of her phone upstairs, and her bed with the reversible purple duvet, and the 

 cork-board that she’d spent hours decorating with ribbons and pictures. Down here the view isn’t so 

 great. She leans in so close to the window that her nose is almost touching the glass. A massive fire is still 

 burning at the surrounding hills, making the air shimmer with orange and blurring out most of the 

 structures beyond a certain distance. She can feel heat radiating through the pane in a strangely pleasant 

 glow reminiscent of winter campfires. 

 Though the initial event was like every movie about natural disasters and religious raptures happening at 

 once, nothing much seems to be out there at this point. Nothing moving, anyway. She can make out the 

 dining hall off to the left, and outside by the first lamppost, the hole that Stephanie T. disappeared into is 

 still gaping open, waiting patiently. 



 “No stopping for anything or anyone, alright?” says Corey before starting in on his usual spiel. “Grab 

 what you can, but try to get mostly nonperishables and maybe some weapons or whatever, anything that 

 you think would be helpful for us to — “ 

 “We got it,” Jennifer interrupts. “Also, it’s a college dining hall, what kind of weapons are you expecting 

 us to find in there? Does cutlery count?” 

 Corey ignores her in favor of pretending to tighten Megan’s strap some more. He’s tall and good-looking 

 in a nonthreatening sort of way, and she’d allowed herself several daydreams about him during Welcome 

 Week. Now, she wouldn’t mind if he fell into that hole to keep Steph company. 

 She and Megan are hustled to the front doors. A fresh river of blackened tears are making their way down 

 Ashley’s face, giving her skin a nice char. Dean is hugging himself in compulsive squeezes. Corey steps 

 back into the lounge, away from anything that could potentially swoop inside once the doors open. 

 In another rare moment of impulsivity, Jennifer grabs Megan’s hand with her own. Both are sweaty. “What 

 do you think of Corey?” she asks under her breath. 

 She can feel Megan looking at her but continues staring straight ahead at the door, as if willing the 

 push-bar to engage and open by itself. Somehow that would make her feel better. Somehow she would 

 feel more in control if things spun even more out of her control. 

 Finally, Megan says, “Ew. He smells like used floss.” 

 Jennifer squeezes her hand without meaning to as an unexpected wave of relief crashes over her. How 

 strange, to feel so at peace on this threshold. 

 “I know, right?” she agrees. 

 They push the doors open. 



 “Humans are born, they live, then they die; 
 this is the order that the gods have decreed. 
 But until the end comes, enjoy your life, 
 spend it in happiness, not despair. Savor your 
 food, make each of your days a delight, bathe 
 and anoint yourself, wear bright clothes that 
 are sparkling clean, let music and dancing fill 
 your house, love the child who holds you by 
 the hand, and give your wife pleasure in your 
 embrace. That is the best way for a man to 
 live.” 

 Anonymous, The Epic of Gilgamesh. 

 The legendary king of Uruk hunched 

 over a spinning wheel. Sunlight burned 

 into his back. The single shaft poked 

 through the open window into the old, 

 dusted studio he seldom used. Before him, like gleaming trophies in the Sun, sat dozens of 

 misbehaving creations. A sloping amphora, A bowl with one straight side, half glazed. Clay caked 

 beneath his fingertips; he pressed his hand harder into the thinning clay. Gilgamesh had been 

 sitting here for hours- knowing that this time- today- he would master the potter’s art. 

 Tick tick tick, his foot on the pedal. The clay beneath his hands sagged with his forceful touch. Beige 

 drops splatter on the adobe wall. Flicking his gaze towards the shelf, he huffed. 

 Remnants of his failures. Like trophies to his defeat. The wheel would not take another day as a victim. 

 It was his duty to perfect himself in all things. The legendary king of Ancient Uruk- 

 Gilgamesh- his name itself intoned greatness. 

 He closed his eyes and muttered a prayer. 

 What if the King of Uruk had never come home? 

 Gilgamesh caught the tail of the serpent as it slipped past. Slicing it open, from jaw to the tip of its 

 gullet. Bile tickled his tongue as its stomach slid down his throat. Gnashing his teeth together and 



 savoring every last drop. He cursed the gods in his heart while the venom turned in his stomach. One 

 day he would forget, he’d hoped. 

 History was easier understood by a bystander. Troy fell in a single night, but it was her people who 

 suffered the months after. He had come to enjoy the cosmopolitan life in Rome- though Latin proved 

 challenging to learn. Tibet, he’d known, was far too cold for his liking- and he never did make the 

 journey to the New World 

 Gilgamesh was living like a king once again. It was troubling now how he struggled with his time. As the 

 years drew on, he became increasingly frustrated by modernity- that he had slowly withdrawn. The old 

 king with a young face lived soberly, alone. 

 In a sprawling villa, tucked away, deep in the woods. Secluded from the world, nestled between two 

 peaks, whose names he never bothered to learn. Gilgamesh built his paradise. Sprawling hedge 

 mazes wrapped the exterior of the property, while the area itself rivaled that of the greatest 

 emperors. Fit with an amphitheater, a pool modeled after the Euphrates. It was all a parody of hime- 

 the ground beneath his feet was much too solid. The modern world was easy enough to come to 

 terms with. Chariots to cars, palaces to compounds- the world had never stopped changing- 

 something you grow accustomed to after many years of constant change. 

 His cell phone buzzed, rattling the table beside them. Gilgamesh stepped off the pedal, wiped his 

 hands on his pants, and picked it up. 

 Inanna. 

 She should know better now, at this point, than to contact him. Gil sighed and sniffed. She was easy 

 enough to ignore. 

 Ping! 

 The device buzzed again, and that dull throb of anger hung in his gut. But, he reached for the phone. It 

 was always like this. The damn goddess never took “No.” for an answer. No matter how many different 

 ways he tried to put it. Sometimes he was friendly; other times- not so much. 



 Mud smeared the screen as he thumbed over the messages app. There are three names on the list- the 

 furthest one down being a wrong number, Inanna at the top, and the middle being his remote therapist, 

 Martha. 

 Fumbling the phone, Martha’s texts popped up on the screen. Last night they had talked for an hour. 

 Her previous message,  Don’t you think it's time you  cut your hair?  He never responded. Martha was 

 being unfair. It was not like she had ever seen him- other than their video chats. 

 His hair- it was long, but it never felt too long. Dragging behind him, picking up dust when he walked, 

 Gilgamesh brushed it when he remembered he was NOT unclean. Just occupied. His hair, twisted and 

 matted as it was- well, it was manageable. Martha hardly knew what she was saying. 

 The king of Uruk clicked away from the log. Smearing the mud further. Innana’s text,  Wish you were 

 here!  Above is a picture of her and her sister at  the beach. Broad smiles and glittering black hair. 

 Frivolous. 

 Placing the phone back on the side table, Gilgamesh sighs and resumes his turn at the wheel. Inanna 

 was always trying something- ‘Wish you were here!’ what was that supposed to mean? Did she have 

 the gall to give a proper invitation? A strand of hair slid off his shoulder, tangling around the pot, 

 tugging his head down. 

 Extracting the hair from his masterpiece, he regarded it well... The neck of the amphora sloped towards 

 him. Groves in the clay from his hair patterned the misshapen vase- Not quite hideous, but he could do 

 better; he was capable of better. 

 Glancing up the lumps on the shelf, he grumbled, “Better than this.” There was nothing the 

 legendary king of Uruk could not accomplish with his bare hands. Nothing. 

 Nothing- He slams his hand down into the base. 



 Dust hung heavy in the hot, still air. Heavy breaths were the only sound in the studio. The traitor 

 creation crumpled under his fist in a heartbeat, concave now like the rest of his work. Gilgamesh was 

 many things, but a potter was not-yet- one of them. 

 Imperfect things made his stomach turn- how could one find it in their hearts to be perfect without 

 having first failed? 

 Inanna’s text, largely forgotten, the old king with a young face wiped the mud from his hands and 

 left the studio without cleaning up. The sun was low now; the evening had made her way into his 

 day- and it was not wholly unwelcome, unlike the night that would soon follow. 

 The path before him was flat. He stood idly upon stonework he had lain over a decade ago. 

 Beautiful, green gardens full of spring growth swelled around him. The main hall of the manor 

 loomed in the distance, her white walls gleaming peach in the early sunset. 

 He thought his home was a true masterwork, each stone, post, and plant laid out by his hand. How 

 could it be anything but perfection? Yet, of all the sprawling gardens, glittering pools, and rooms- only 

 one held his heart. Gilgamesh treasured the greenhouses more than all else. 

 Overgrown grass tickled his legs as he passed. Glass walls glowing in the retreating light, refracting 

 onto his face. Warm and full. A greenhouse garden. Better than Nebuchadnezzar’s wish- Gilgamesh had 

 built his wonder. With a hydroponics system set to mist the exotics once an hour, a fountain, and a small 

 pond. A single, empty grave sat amid the roses and hemlock. 

 Decorated with bits and baubles the king had collected over the years. Ivory beads and golden 

 ornaments- He remembered well enough. 

 The doors were smooth and cool to the touch, sliding the tips of his fingers down so reverently. There 

 was still more work to be done here, as the work never did stop. He stepped inside and let the humidity 

 wash over him. 



 The air was thick, and the scent of flowers cloying. Chest swelling with the effort of it all, he smiled more 

 gently this time. The summers in Uruk had felt like this once. 

 Back in the land of his birth. The crops glowed green in the sunlight, and the ground beneath his feet 

 was soft. Everything back then was mud. Dirt glazed by blue-gold glass, palatial facades glittering in the 

 omnipresent sunlight. 

 Racing up and down the banks during his boyhood- brandishing a stick over his head as a threat to the 

 boy just ahead of him- some son of the son of someone Gilgamesh’s father thought necessary. He must 

 have been- for Gilgamesh would not have been permitted to ‘play’ with anyone else. The boy was faster 

 than him. Long legs taking the land much faster than he, jeering back at the young prince. Gilgamesh 

 slowed to a stop, letting this boy race far ahead. 

 Once that boy was out of sight, he concealed himself. Chest full of white-hot, childish shame. He 

 stayed put in the banks for hours, ignoring the guards who came looking. It was not until the stars 

 spun their way across the sky did he emerge from his hiding spot. 

 The guards spotted the young prince as soon as he set foot on the palace steps. Buzzing around him 

 with that annoying concern, worry written all over their faces- but they dare not touch him. His mother 

 was worried sick, they said. His father was worried wicked. Sandals clicking on the marble floors, the 

 world sighed around him. Ushered up to his room- a boy his age needs rest after such an ordeal- or 

 so he was told. 

 That boy proved to not be so important after all, he would find. His bloody body hanging on the palace 

 walls come morning- Gilgamesh had come to breakfast to the sounds of an ‘important’ grown man 

 sniveling at his father’s feet. Sobbing the name of his baby bay, over and over and over again until his 

 voice became nothing more but noise. 

 He remembered laughing to himself; the boy and his father indeed were so small beneath the fist of the 

 king. Childishly, he’d been prideful and remorseless. So what if it was his little joke that got the boy 

 killed. A commoner should know better than to outshine the future king. 



 But that was then, and this is now. 

 Memories like that come unbidden. The boy he used to be. Prideful and built of sharp lonely angles. It 

 was that greatness that hid him from the world. Turned his heart to stone. Millennia later, and he was not 

 sure that it still wasn’t. 

 But that is what he had Martha for. 

 Not that she understood. 

 Martha had told him on their second to the last call, that when these old memories surfaced, to busy 

 himself. 

 The watering can felt heavy in his hand. Filled to the brim that morning, as he always did his best to 

 make life easier when the sun was still bright. Twilight loomed overhead. Having turned on the bright 

 white lights along the walls, he busied himself with the watering. 

 The ferns and the saffron were greedy for it. They always came first. Then the wheat, the barely, and 

 the pea plants. The water trickled down the leaves and settled in the soft earth below. Taking a stalk of 

 wheat between his fingers, Gilgamesh scrutinized the crop for any signs of trouble. 

 Some years ago, a host of locusts had burgled their way into his greenhouse and ravaged it. He had 

 promised then to the desiccated remains of his plants not to let it happen again. 

 Vigilance is key to maintaining a kingdom. 

 From the crops, he makes his way to the grove of roses- the most precious part of the exhibit. They 

 spun out from him, a thorny barrier between others, a standing firm over a sea of hemlock- surrounding 

 a single grave. 

 Of course, the grave was empty. A monument to the friend he had lost so many years ago. The friend 

 whose body he had held for weeks until decay took him. Grief drives a man to do the impossible- 

 desperation drives a man to make mistakes. 



 Gilgamesh has lived for a long time. 

 Watching Enkidu’s body slide down the river changed him. Maddened him. 

 “  Hold my hand in yours, and we will not fear what  hands like ours can do.” That is what  he  had 

 told him once. 

 Inanna thought she could change the past with kinder words. 

 Martha pushed him to forgive;  for your own sake,  she  had said. 

 Gilgamesh would forgive the goddess the day he was cold in the grave- and not a second sooner. 

 Sitting on the clovers, one arm around the marble slab, Gilgamesh gazed up through the glass ceiling. 

 The white frosted glass obscured the moonlight the best way, and he smiled. 

 Plucking a sprig of hemlock from the shadow of a white rose bush and rolled the stem between his index 

 and thumb until his fingers grew wet. He kissed his toxin off his fingers and sighed. It had been a long 

 time since his last good night's sleep. Hemlock was the best sleep aid for the immortal looking to dream 

 again. 

 It was bitter and acrid. Not unlike bile. Slipping down his throat. Gilgamesh felt his body stutter when it 

 touched his stomach. Gripping the headstone, he bowed his head. If ever he wished to die, it was now. 

 Like every other night, he would slip into sleep. He lay his head into the earth. Touching his nose to the 

 gravesite, he sighed. The watering systems made the ground smell like rain. Wet clovers pressed into 

 his cheek and tickled his nose. 

 Hot sunlight from above burned him awake…. Blinking away another dreamless sleep, Gilgamesh 

 sighed. Red, clover-shaped indents marred his cheek- they felt good to scratch. Satisfying. He sniffed. 

 Sore throats were expected at this point. Hemlock makes a prisoner of an undying man. Stealing his voice 

 every morning in exchange for sleep at night. He winced, rubbing his Adam's apple, an ill-fated attempt 

 to alleviate the pain. 



 This is not new. Sunrises hurt the most. 

 That pesky cell phone of his laid off to the side. Guarded by half-crushed clovers. Discarded from his 

 pocket at some point during the night- and nearly dead. 

 As always, the notification screen was nearly dead- nearly. 

 Inanna had messaged him again around midnight. 

 When are you going to give this up? 

 There is no need to dignify that with a response. 

 Gilgamesh- he was tired of her. That goddess never knew when to quit. He was tired of her millennia 

 ago- more so now. Cringing, he closed the message app. The weather would be nice today, it 

 seemed. A high of 80, with a morning low of 68. 

 A black curtain fell over his phone screen; his hair, obeying the call of gravity slid forward from his 

 shoulders, down into his line of sight. Tangled, twisted, and matted from the night. Streaked with 

 clover guts. 

 She never knows what she is talking about. Claiming to see of him- at all- after all these years! 

 Brushing the dirt and grass off his thighs, he made for the greenhouse doors. 

 When are you going to give this up?  Such a ridiculous  thing to say. He had half a mind to call her and 

 demand to know what “it” was. Instead, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear, he made his way 

 through the gardens. 

 Truthfully, he felt it was a disservice to call this his “Living Quarters.” The walls were masterfully glazed 

 years ago, by his own hand. Glittering white, gold, and blue under the mid-morning sun. It was a 

 masterwork. 



 An untouched jewel. But hardly holding a candle to the palace of his birth. Try as he might- Gilgamesh 

 with all the time in the world, could not bring back the work of those ancient masons. The work they 

 put into one meter of stone had never touched his mind. 

 The massive wooden doors slide open with some effort on his part. Sturdy and solid, they groan open. 

 The house is dark, but the sunlight illuminates the gleaming gemstones worked into the wall. Shiny 

 trinkets line the tables and shelves. 

 There was nothing to  give up.  He had everything he  needed here in his villa. 

 Creak  - His shower roared to life, wetting the stone  bath and filling the room with petrichor. Watching 

 the water soak the stone. He hesitated, gathering his hair in his hands before stepping in. 

 Gilgamesh knew he had never sent a reply- to her or Martha. It would have been pointless- so why did 

 she text him again. Inanna, in all her godly wisdom, never made much sense these days. 

 Perhaps age was catching up to her. 

 His hair hung heavy, soaked through from the water. Swirling in the stream, laying limp on the floor. 

 Dutifully washing it- all of it. Only unmatting with the conditioner being massaged in. 

 Steam clogged the mirror, beading on the glass. Trickling down, showing ribbons of his reflection. 

 Swiping the glass- he saw himself more clearly. If just for a moment before the mirror fogged again. 

 There was nothing- nothing that needed to change. 

 His beard was long and scraggly. Reached the middle of his chest. In times past, he had kept it curly. 

 Trimmed and near perfect. Enkidu- teased him - The longer it became. Tugging at the base and smiling. 

 “Thought I was the wild one?” 

 Back then, the king grimaced. Muttering a curse to his name under his breath. It was these river-sharp 

 barbs that he missed the most. The touch of these memories burned. Swiping the mirror again, and 



 again, and again- until finally, he could see himself clearly… but there really wasn’t much to see. No gold 

 accents in his hair, the years had taken his broad chest. Leaving behind a scrap of a man. 

 His nose, peeking out from curtains of black hair. The gleam of his dark eyes shining from... Somewhere 

 behind it all. 

 He looked rough. Haggard beyond what his years should show. Closing his eyes, he turned away from 

 the mirror. Disgust bubbled in the pit of his gut. Once there was a time when men and women flocked 

 to see him- his godlike features. Now, the mirror filled him with shame. 

 Once, he felt pride in his features. His eyes holding the fire of his father’s- and while he was never 

 supposed to admit it- he was proud too to look like his mother. He was the man made by the gods. His 

 hair was anointed in dark oil. Every part about him was carved to be perfect. 

 Vanity no longer suited the king of Uruk. It was a fool’s sport- and he clearly had much better things 

 to do than reminisce on his features... But- still the lead in his gut remained. 

 Inanna knows nothing. She is goddess, divine- utterly unaware of the struggles of men. But 

 perhaps… He turned around, glancing at his reflection again... Her words may have some merit. 

 -Even the thought sickened him. Inanna was the worst the Gods had to offer, and she always lied- always. 

 But still… his appearance could perhaps, maybe, in some way be described as lacking in something. 

 The scissors on the bathroom counter gleamed in the dim light. 

 “When there’s no way out, you just follow the way in front of you.” 
 Anonymous, The Epic of Gilgamesh. 



 Fluorescent lights distorted and flickered 

 on her cold, untouched coIee. “  Could 5 

 o’clock come any sooner  ?”, thought an 

 impatient Sarah, as she spun her ballpoint 

 pen in between her index and middle 

 finger, slouching though she promised 

 herself she’d work on her posture. Her 

 phone buzzed the name  Miranda  with a 

 purple heart emoji next to it; excitedly, 

 Sarah read a text asking her to arrive at 11 

 am the next day. After a grueling final hour, 

 Sarah hurried the 25 minutes home to her 

 boyfriend Matt, packed a couple of bags, 

 and set them by the front door. 

 At Miranda’s house the following morning, 

 Matt and Sarah sat at the island in the 

 kitchen and waited for Blair and Jesse to 

 arrive. “Cream and sugar or black?” inquired Miranda, as she took the whining kettle oI of the burner. 

 “Sorry, you’d think I’d remember after the many hungover mornings we’ve spent together,” she 

 chuckled. “C’mon Miranda, you know I like my drinks on the sweeter side!” laughed Sarah, scrolling 

 through the work emails on her phone. “Gosh, I’m so glad to get away from the work bullshit. What do 

 you guys think, should we just ditch the phones for a bit this weekend?” 

 “Hell yeah,” agreed Matt, taking a sip of his hot, black coIee, “Do they even have service up there?” 

 Miranda shrugged her shoulders, “Don’t know, don’t care.” She looked out of the living room window, 

 “Where are these guys, anyway?” 

 Minutes later, Blair and Jesse arrive and the five reunited friends squeeze into Miranda’s jeep. They 

 headed out on the road to Yosemite National Park, a few hours away from their tiny hometown in 

 California. Gazing out at the changing scenery whizzing by, they all recount their many shared 

 memories and reminisce on the carefree nature they all once shared. 

 “Oh how the times have changed,” said Jesse. 

 “It’s bittersweet. I don’t miss living with my parents, but there was something so fun about sneaking out 

 onto the roof at 2 am and nearly breaking my ankle falling off of it,” Matt chuckled, a thoughtful smile on 

 his face. 

 “I swear, you are the type of guys my parents would have despised back then..” smirked Blair, rolling 

 her eyes. 



 and proceeded down a private, uninhabited road. Eventually, they pulled up to their rental home 

 which looked to be near another one a little further up the road. There was no other home or person 

 in sight other than that house. 

 “Well,” sighed Matt. stepping down from the jeep, “We wanted a remote place and we sure as hell 

 got one.” 

 “And it’s beautiful!” e claimed Sarah e citedly. 

 Miranda started for the front door, reading the hosts’ instructions; “Ok, he says the key should be under 

 a rock with a green circle on it.” 

 Miranda uncovered the key and impatiently stuck it into the lock of the front door. It opened to a family 

 room filled with wooden furniture, a coffee table with books placed on it intentionally, a gray brick 

 fireplace, and taxidermy deer on the wall. 

 Sarah shuddered a tad at the gleaming, lifeless, and solemn eyes of the poor deer that seemed to be 

 staring directly into her soul. “  Well that’s a bit  of an ominous greeting if I’ve ever seen one..  ” she 

 thought. Taxidermy animals, to her, had always felt threatening rather than impressive. 

 The others walked in, taking a second as well to take in the decor. “Hm,” observed Blair, 

 “That’s interesting. I wonder if the host’s a hunter?” 

 “Well, they don’t sell stuIed deer at Target, Blair,” Jesse chuckled, walking up the stairs. 

 They proceeded to pick their bedrooms to sleep in. Out of the two, Matt and Sarah would stay in one, 

 Blair and Miranda in the other, and Jesse would sleep on the couch. After touring the house, they 

 gathered in the kitchen while Miranda and Sarah put together a charcuterie board. They opened a 

 couple of bottles of wine, everyone toasted to their weekend getaway, and a little while later they got 

 in the hot tub in the backyard. 

 Many laughs and glasses of red wine later, everyone was oblivious to the darkness that settled in the 

 trees around them. Blair, breaking the drunken conversation, observed that the atmosphere had 

 changed; “Guys, it’s kind of creepy out here when it’s dark,” she pressed, “What kind of animals do you 

 think are prowling around out here?” 

 “Bears. And mountain lions. And foxes and shit,” said Jesse. 

 “Don’t scare her dude,” responded Matt, “Yeah, they’re out there but it’s pretty rare you’ll see ‘em. 

 Nothin’ to be worried about.” 



 They continued talking when Sarah noticed something. Across the way, through the dark trees and 

 foliage, she could see a yellow light. “What is that?” she slurred drunkenly, pointing, “Is that a house?” 

 “Uh.. oh yeah, over there? Looks like it.. huh,” observed Miranda. 

 “That’s weird, it didn’t look like this road led to another driveway or house,” Blair said. “Well, I mean, 

 there could be another road coming from the other direction? Who knows.” Matt responded. 

 The group dismissed their curiosities and continued partying, moving their festivities indoors to the 

 game room, where they proceeded to play pool. A few of them downed a couple of shots, and before 

 they knew it they were playing loud music and dancing. An hour later, around midnight, Jesse was 

 sprawled out on the carpet in the living room while Blair and Miranda had fallen asleep in one of the 

 bedrooms upstairs. Matt and Sarah had been dancing around the pool table in a drunken haze, and 

 they had started caressing each other and kissing messily. 

 “We should go upstairs,” suggested Matt. 

 “Okay,” Sarah said, “Let me go to the bathroom first.” 

 Sarah walked down the hall and into the bathroom and sighed at her reflection that spun like a 

 carousel in the mirror. “  A little too much wine, huh?  ”  she laughed, cupping cold water in her hands 

 and splashing her face to revive herself a little. She walked out of the bathroom and back into the 

 hallway, which was composed of a wooden wall on one side and huge glass panes covering the other 

 wall that faced the backyard. She stopped to look outside, curious if she could see anything at all in 

 the night. 

 Her eyes were blurry and spinning a bit, but she was able to make out a small light. “The neighbors 

 are still up?” she pondered out loud. Her vision sharpened and she let out a sudden yelp, feeling as 

 though the oxygen had been sucked out of her chest. 

 Across the trees, in the yellow light that she saw earlier, Sarah clearly saw a black silhouette standing 

 and staring directly her way. 

 “Matt!” she cried. “Oh my god, come here!” 

 “Coming!” Matt ran around the corner and into the hallway, “What? What’s wrong?!” She stepped 

 into the bathroom, shielding herself from the distant, watching eyes. “Look. The house over there.” 

 “Yeah? What about it?!” 

 “What do you mean? The.. the person..” 

 “Person? What the hell are you talking about?” 



 “In the window! The man. I swear, I just saw a silhouette of a man in that window looking at me.” 

 “Just now? Well, there’s nothing there.” 

 Sarah stepped out and looked again. The silhouette had disappeared, and the light was gone, leaving 

 total darkness.“It.. he was just there..” 

 “Sarah, I think you need to go to bed. You’ve had a lot to drink tonight.” 

 “Matt, no, listen to me.. I am drunk, yes, but I saw that. I’m not hallucinating. The light was on, and 

 there was clearly a man standing there facing this way.” her heart was racing; “What if.. What if he 

 turned the light off and is still watching?” 

 “C’mon, Sarah, let’s turn the lights off and just go to bed. I’m sure they just happened to glance over 

 or something.” he took her hand and guided her upstairs. 

 The next morning, everyone sat at the table for a breakfast of pancakes, hash browns, fruit, and 

 coIee, which Miranda had kindly prepared despite her hungover disposition. Matt and Sarah were, 

 of course, the last of the group to join, schlepping their disheveled selves down the stairs rather 

 unenthusiastically. 

 “Guys, the strangest thing happened last night..” Sarah unveiled, pulling out a chair and settling on 

 it, “I swear I saw a silhouette in that house last night staring at me.” “Yeah, right..” chuckled Blair, 

 “You sure it was staring? For how long?” 

 “Uh, a good ten seconds at least. He was definitely watching me. And as soon as Matt came over it 

 disappeared, and the light turned off. How weird is that?” 

 “That is odd,” added Miranda. “Who knows, maybe they’re just weird.” “Yeah.. dude’s probably just a 

 creep or something.” said Jesse. 

 A couple of hours later, Jesse, Matt, and Blair left for a walk while Miranda and Sarah stayed at the 

 rental. Miranda read a book on the couch, while Sarah decided to bathe in the hot tub and drink a cup 

 of tea. “Yup, that'll cure a hangover alright,” Sarah smiled in contentment, breathing in the crisp air and 

 smell of pine. When she had begun to overheat, Sarah decided to head inside and join Miranda on the 

 couch. 

 “Andddd what do we have here, Mandy?” Sarah giggled jokingly, swiping the book from Miranda’s 

 hands. 

 “Some book I found in the drawer upstairs about a creepy serial killer dude who killed a bunch of 

 people at a campsite.” 



 “Uh.. you found that in the nightstand?” Sarah questioned, raising her left brow in concern. 

 “Uh, yeah? Why, is that weird?” Miranda responded, “It’s just a book.” 

 “Yeah.” Sarah agreed, sighing. “Sorry, I’m a little bit paranoid.” 

 “About what, the figure you saw?” 

 “Yeah.. I just can’t help but feel weird. I really felt like I was being watched.” “Well.. maybe you were, but 

 I really hope not.” 

 “Trust me, me too.” 

 “Do you want to take a walk that way and see if we see anything weird?” “Are you sure that’s the best 

 idea? I don’t know.” 

 “C’mon, it’s daytime, I think we’re fine. Let’s just bring a weapon or two.” “Okay.. shit. Alright.” 

 The pair armed themselves with the sharpest kitchen knives they could find along with pepper spray 

 and began walking past the yard of their rental, towards the barely visible house. They shuffled through 

 the shrubbery, trees, and foliage, brushing spider webs out of their sight. 

 The sun was setting and the persimmon, coral atmosphere had begun its subtle transition to violet. The 

 subtlety, however, had caused Sarah and Miranda to be oblivious to the change, as they descended 

 into the darkness of the redwoods. 

 “You’d think this property would be better maintained for a rental,” Sarah remarked, brushing 

 strings of spider web off of her t-shirt. 

 They made their way through a field of ivy and bushes and decided they’d better not get too close to 

 the building. To avoid getting possibly caught, the two veered oI to the left of it and started on a wider 

 circle to try to get around to a clear view. They managed to get around to the length of the residence, 

 to a view of the other side of the house, which appeared to be a decently-sized cabin. 

 They waited for several minutes, tucked into the bushes like stealthy detectives, for even the faintest 

 sign of the presence of their suspect. The only sound that came, though, was the ominous cooing of an 

 owl that perched in the dark trees somewhere above them. 

 Sarah, with Miranda close behind, began to creep stealthily through the trees, stopping to crouch behind 

 bushes along the way. Their eyes, glued to the cabin, did not witness any light or sign of anyone on the 

 property. 

 They approached what looked to be a shed on the opposite end of the house, and from what they 

 could see, no one was in there either. 



 “Must be a toolshed,” Miranda wondered out loud. 

 “Yeah,” Sarah muttered, peeking into the small window, “Or a murder site..” 

 Suddenly, reflecting in the dark glass of the window, a faint yellow light appeared and glided across the 

 pane, and along with it the sputtering sound of an old engine. 

 “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!” Sarah panicked, pulling Miranda around the side of the shed. 

 “Shit, shit..” Miranda added, her hand cupping her mouth in trepidation. 

 The orange truck pulled up to the house, right in front of the shed they were on the side of. Quickly, 

 Sarah and Miranda shu ed to the back end of the shed, peeking out at the truck. 

 The radio silenced and the engine ceased its rattle. A creaky door opened and out stepped a brown 

 leather boot. “Ugh,” sighed the worn voice of the man as he leaned over to retrieve a black bag 

 from his passenger seat. 

 The girls remained still in their positions, holding their breath. The man set his bag down and 

 proceeded to walk to the bed of the truck to grab something. 

 So focused on the possibility of being caught, they hadn’t acknowledged the terrible stench and 

 the flies buzzing around them. 

 “Ew,” Miranda whispered quietly in Sarah’s ear, “That smell..” 

 The man slammed the lid to his toolbox and stepped down from the bed of his truck, and began 

 walking towards the shed. Miranda and Sarah held their breath and felt a silent panic overcome them. 

 He stopped right in front of the shed, stood a second, set something down, and began walking 

 towards the house. He opened and shut the front door. 

 “Holy shit,” Sarah whispered. 

 “What are those bags?’ Miranda questioned. “What bags?” 

 “Over there,” Miranda pointed behind them. 

 “I don’t fucking know but it stinks,” Sarah said, disgusted, “We need to go.” 

 “How the hell do we get out of here?” 

 “Shit. Follow me.” 



 They crept from the shed to the back side of the house, and slowly walked along the wall. They 

 stopped right underneath a lit window; the same window that Sarah believed she saw the man in the 

 previous night. 

 She caught a glimpse of the man inside, who stood next to a dining table. He had gray hair and an 

 unkempt beard, wore a black jacket, and seemed to be about forty-five to fifty-years-old. He looked like a 

 pretty average, middle-aged guy. 

 “Sarah, that’s the host of our rental. I saw his picture on the app,” Miranda whispered. 

 “  Okay, maybe we’re overreacting and there’s nothing  to be afraid of?”  Sarah thought, suddenly feeling 

 guilty for invading the man’s privacy. 

 “Well, no, he was definitely watching you last night, don’t let him off the hook. You know what you saw. 

 You can’t always just trust fieofile. 

 Sarah and Miranda started to quietly make their way back to the rental, navigating through the darkness 

 of the trees. 

 They finally arrived at the back deck of the rental and took a couple minutes to reflect on the unexpected 

 adventure they’d just experienced. 

 “I can’t believe we just did that,” Sarah said, attempting to catch her breath. 

 “I know,” Miranda responded, “What do you think that awful smell was?” 

 “I don’t know, but it doesn’t feel right to me,” Sarah looked disturbed, “I just get a weird feeling. I 

 know I don’t know anything about him, but he was definitely intentionally watching me last night.” 

 “Maybe he’s just a weirdo or creep?” Miranda said, giving him the benefit of the doubt, “Or doesn’t 

 understand basic respect of privacy?” 

 “I don’t know,” Sarah responded, “I guess I’ll assume that for now, but I’m watching him..” 

 The sliding glass door opened and Blair appeared on the deck, a concerned expression on her 

 face. 

 “Hey, where the hell did you guys go?” she asked, looking them up and down. 

 “It’s.. uh.. A lot to explain.. Give me a sec.” Sarah said, walking inside of the house. 

 “We spied on the neighbor..,” Miranda added, joining Sarah. 

 “What?!” Blair exclaimed, following them both inside, “Oh boy.” 



 They all three walked towards the kitchen, where Matt and Jesse were standing at the counter, enjoying 

 spiked seltzers and potato chips. 

 “Well look who decided to show up,” Jesse smirked. 

 “Oh, hey!” Matt greeted them, furrowing his eyebrows, “Where did you guys go? I was worried, 

 Sarah.” 

 He walked over to Sarah and looked her up and down. His eyes widened with surprise and concern. 

 “Oh my God!,”he reacted, his eyes focused on Sarah’s legs, “What happened to you?!” 

 “Huh?” Sarah asked, confused. She looked down and gasped with fear and shock. 

 Her left pant leg was saturated with blood at the bottom around her calf. “What..” she was in 

 disbelief and confusion, staring at an apparent wound that she couldn’t feel at all. “I don’t.. Feel 

 anything. I’m–” 

 “You’re bleeding!” Miranda yelled, terrified by the sight, “How did that happen?!” 

 “I have no idea!” Sarah exclaimed. 

 “Lay on the couch,” Matt ordered. “We need to see if you need to go to the hospital.” 

 “Shit..,” Sarah said, breathing heavily in a panic. She laid down on the couch and elevated her leg on 

 the arm of it. 

 Matt rushed over, stressed: “Can someone look for a first-aid kit, and get something to compress the 

 wound; a t-shirt or something.” 

 He lifted up her pant leg to unveil her calf. 

 “Oh..” Matt said, staring down; he furrowed his eyebrows in wonder. 

 “What?” Sarah asked, “I’m afraid to look.” 

 She looked down at her leg, expecting a giant gash. To her surprise, there was only a bit of blood, and 

 she wasn’t continuing to bleed. 

 Blair brought over a towel, handed it to Matt, and he wiped Sarah’s leg with it, revealing clean and 

 wound-free skin. 

 “I didn’t cut myself?” Sarah wondered, terribly confused. 

 “What could that blood have come from then?” Matt asked, not knowing what to think. 



 “I didn’t see anything,” Miranda recalled, slowly pacing back and forth. 

 Sarah sat and stared at her leg, bewildered, thinking of every possibility that could have caused 

 this. It was a mystery; she didn’t remember hurting herself, and there was no wound, so where 

 could the blood have come from? 

 “Okay,” Matt said in a very serious, concerned tone, “I need you guys to sit down and tell me every 

 detail of what happened, what you were doing out there, and every step you took. Can you do that 

 for me?” 

 For the next thirty minutes, Miranda and Sarah confessed to Matt, Blair, and Jesse every detail of 

 their stealthy mission. 

 Despite his disapproval of Sarah’s actions, and his doubts of her suspicions, Matt decided that he 

 was going to get to the bottom of this. 

 “You know what.. I’m gonna go over there and talk to the guy.” “You sure? Let me go with you,” Jesse 

 oIered. 

 “Nah dude, it’s alright..I’m just gonna take a look around.” 

 “Babe, please don’t get into any trouble.” Sarah begged, “We don’t know where that blood came 

 from.” 

 “It’s fine, Sarah. You know I can handle my own. Don’t worry.” 

 Matt walked upstairs, grabbed his sweatshirt, and told everyone he’d be back soon. He opened the 

 sliding door and shut it, secretly hoping he’d make his way back there being the hero he’d always 

 wanted to be perceived as. 

 The deck light flickered and the trees swayed in the darkness of the night; they somehow seemed to 

 be companions yet omens at once. 

 Matt slowly walked through the way to the man’s house, keeping in mind the descriptions Miranda and 

 Sarah had given him. He used a flashlight and searched the ground for any signs of something 

 suspicious, but he couldn’t see anything. 

 He walked and searched until he approached a lit window. Slowly creeping towards it, he tried to see if 

 he could notice anything or anyone inside. There was no sign of the man, but what Matt did see was a 

 bit alarming. 

 On the table inside of the cabin, there was an opened knife set and a box of gloves. “  Okay, yeah, 

 dude’s a weirdo one way or another,  ” Matt thought,  growing progressively more spooked out. 



 He walked over to the shed and saw a dim light inside. He stealthily crept over to the wall of the shed, 

 careful not to be discovered. He put his hands against the wall, peering into the window from the side. 

 Inside the mostly dark room, he could see the glow of multiple computer screens. When he processed 

 what he was looking at, his jaw dropped in disbelief. “What in the fuck,” he quietly muttered. 

 On the many screens on the wall were footage of live and previous recordings of every room and corner 

 of the rental. Matt’s heart dropped as his eyes wandered quickly from screen to screen. 

 On one grid labeled “5”, Matt saw Sarah pacing back and forth on the back deck. 

 The one labeled “3” depicted the couch in the living room, on which Jesse and Blair were sitting and 

 drinking wine, their faces filled with anxiety. On squares “9” and “10”, he saw footage of the 

 bathrooms; in one of them, Miranda was using the toilet. 

 The most disturbing thing of all, though, was the screen furthest to the right. That screen consisted 

 of 9 different grids, all of which showed his girlfriend, Sarah. 

 They appeared to all be past footage that was playing over, and over, and over again. Four of them 

 were her changing or undressing her clothes, one was her on the toilet, another her in the shower, 

 getting out of the hot tub, lying in bed, and lastly one of her making out with him. 

 Matt froze, filled with a combination of rage, adrenaline, and a bit of fear...But mostly rage. Whoever this 
 guy was, he wanted to murder him. 

 Once his mind connected with his physical body again, he felt something wet on the palm of his hand. 

 “The hell,” he muttered, pulling out his phone’s flashlight and carefully dimming it to reveal what was on 

 his hand. It was blood. The same blood that Sarah must have gotten on her pants by leaning against that 

 wall. 

 Matt shined the flashlight on the wall, revealing a huge, long splatter of blood running down it. The 

 blood wasn’t old, it was fresh blood. 

 He followed the blood down to the ground, where he saw another trail of blood drops that went 

 around and past the shed. He followed along until he ended up at the orange truck that Sarah 

 described. Inside of the bed of the truck were several trash bags. 

 “Hoooly fuck…,” Matt said out loud, backing up apprehensively. “  this guy isn’t just a creepy stalker  ,” 

 he thought, “  He’s a serial killer.” 

 He made his way around to the back of the house again. Slowly creeping in the darkness, he could feel 

 his heart pumping like a kick drum at a rock concert. 



 He kept moving slowly along the wall of the cabin when, suddenly, the window slid open above him. 

 A calm, bone-chilling voice said to Matt, “Ah, I see, you’re just in time.” 

 “Oh, fuck!” Matt exclaimed, “Leave us alone. Don’t touch her. Don’t you fucking touch her. I’ll fucking 

 kill you!” 

 The man slowly shook his head, laughing and smiling. 

 He looked Matt directly in the eyes, stopped laughing completely, tilted his head to the left, and said, 

 “One, no promises… and two, not if I kill you first.” 

 Matt wanted to punch his face in until it was completely deconstructed. He wanted to beat him 

 senseless. Instead, he froze in a panic. 

 The man shut the window. All Matt could think to do was to start running as fast as he possibly could. 

 He bolted through the trees, his senses on high alert, like a gazelle fleeing from a ruthless lion. All he 

 could think of was Sarah and keeping her safe. If his whole life ceased to be at this very moment, at least 

 he would die knowing he saved her. He practically flew onto the deck and swung open the sliding door 

 as fast as he possibly could. 

 “We need to leave!” he yelled. He immediately started going room to room, searching for Sarah. 

 “Where is she?! Where’s Sarah?” he asked, his chest dropping up and down as he struggled to find 

 oxygen. 

 “Yo, what’s going on?” Jesse asked, confused. “What’s wrong?” Blair added. 

 “Where the fuck is Sarah?” Matt said, ready to blow up in flames. 

 “I– I don’t know…” Blair replied, shrugging her shoulders. 

 “Shit! Miranda, where are you?” Matt yelled. 

 Miranda hurried down the stairs. “What’s happening?” she asked, “Is everything okay?” 

 “Nothing is okay. We need to leave. Where is Sarah?” 

 “Why?! I think she went outside.” 

 “Oh my God! Someone find her! I’m not leaving her.” “What did you see?” Miranda asked. 

 “He has... All of these screens.. He’s been watching us..,” he replied, his hands on his forehead as he 

 paced back and forth in stress, “He had all these videos of Sarah.. naked.. And.. the blood…” 

 “Oh my god,” Miranda said, completely shocked, “The blood??” “He had bags in his truck.” 



 “The bags you saw earlier… he’s.. Holy shit.. He’s a fucking murderer?” Jesse said, “Let’s get the 

 hell out of here!” 

 “I’m not leaving without Sarah. You guys just get in the car and lock the doors!” Matt quickly checked 

 upstairs… no sign of Sarah. He ran downstairs and stood for a moment, looking at the opened sliding 

 glass door and the trees violently swaying beyond it. He had never felt such fear and grief, such 

 helplessness. 

 “  What are you doing? Go find Sarah  ”, he said to himself, grabbing the biggest knife he could find 

 and running towards the door. He bolted out of the door and straight towards the cabin again, caring 

 about nothing in that moment but saving his girlfriend’s life. 

 He heard a scream ahead of him and started sprinting as fast as he ever had in his life until he got to the 

 shed. He looked in and no one was there, so he slowly and cautiously made his way to the cabin. He 

 lingered outside of the front door, which was completely open, and then peered inside. No one seemed 

 to be there. He quickly searched inside and it was empty. 

 “He took her. He took Sarah.” 

 He heard another scream outside. He started to run. “Help me!” Sarah screamed. He was getting closer. 

 “Sarah!” Matt yelled. 

 Sarah let out a muffled cry and more muffled screams. “Come find me you son of a bitch!” Matt screamed 

 furiously. He ran and ran, searching everywhere for Sarah. She could have been in any direction. He 

 thought he was getting closer, but now there was no sound other than the whooshing of the redwood 

 trees and his desperate footsteps crunching on the ground below him. 

 Suddenly he heard crying to his right. “Sarah?!” he called out, running in that direction. He heard 

 muffled cries straight ahead. And there she was. He almost ran straight past her. Sarah was on the 

 ground at the base of a tree, tied up from head to toe, with duct tape on her mouth. She had cuts on 

 her legs. 

 Matt quickly got down to her level, ripped the tape off of her lips, and got to work cutting the ties. 

 “Baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” he apologized, his eyes full of tears. How could he let the woman he 

 loved get hurt? He was supposed to protect her. 

 “Why did you leave? I told you to stay!” he cried. 

 “I was looking for you! I’m sorry,” she whimpered, “I’m so scared.” 

 “It’s okay Sarah, I’m gonna get you out of here.” 



 “Hurry!,” she cried, “He’s coming.” 

 “I’ll kill him.” 

 He started cutting as fast as he could, using every bit of strength and anger he had. Finally, he freed 

 her from the ties and yanked her off of her feet. 

 “Okay, Sarah, we need to get to the car. Get to the car.” 

 They started sprinting, adrenaline in full swing, towards where they thought the house would be. 

 “Run, Sarah. Get to the car!” 

 They kept running until they reached the house. They ran past the house to the front of it to where the 

 car should be. 

 Matt stopped in his tracks. “Sarah,” he said, “... there’s no car.” 

 “No!,” Sarah cried as her heart dropped, “We’re gonna die!” 

 “Uh.. quick... Hide” Matt ordered, grabbing Sarah’s arm and running to a big tree nearby. “Climb,” he 

 said, “It’s the only option right now.” 

 Sarah quickly started climbing up the tree, and he followed after her. 

 Just seconds later, they could see the man in the windows of the house, frantically searching through 

 every room. Within a minute, he ran out to the front next to where they were, turned around, and ran 

 out of sight. 

 “Okay,” Matt said, “We need to run up that road. We don’t have a choice.” 

 “Okay. I don’t know if I could do it much longer,” Sarah said, emotionally drained and 

 defeated. 

 They ran together up the dark, eerie road, using the last bit of energy they had left. After a few 

 minutes, they heard the sputtering sound of an engine in the distance behind them. 

 “He’s coming,” Sarah said fearfully and out of breath, “Hide!” 

 They quickly ran and leaped off the side of the road into the trees. The truck soon sped past them, 

 completely unaware of their presence. Forty minutes later, they got off of the private road and started 

 on the main one that joined it. Eventually, they heard the sounds of a radio and voices up ahead. 

 Matt carried Sarah in his arms into the light. “We’re gonna be okay.” 



 A gut-wrenching plummet and abrupt thud 

 against hard ground lurched Moranas eyes 

 open. Drawing in a biting breath of icy air 

 she lay stunned in her bed right where she 

 had fallen asleep the night before. Safely 

 curled under the layers of warm blankets, 

 Moranas thoughts chased after foggy 

 wisps of flashing street lights, harsh 

 whirling engines, and a clouded sense of 

 dread which found a spot in the recess of 

 her mind to hunker down and eat away at 

 her for the rest of the day. Morana tugged 

 some loose sheets over her mouth and 

 nose guarding her lungs against the frigid air. Obscured images, muffled sounds, and potent sensations 

 recoiled further and further from her mind as she adjusted to the stillness in the room around her. 

 Morana’s muscles tensed at the cold as she slid out from her bed dragging toasty sheets along with her as 

 armour. Despite her room's small size the piercing cold outside never gave it a chance to warm up. Her 

 apartment could be more accurately described as a single room with an adjacent hallway. Her bed and 

 desk occupied the corners farthest from the door and they shared the sparse rays of cold light that came 

 through her apartment's singular window. The walls of the room were bare and cold to the touch. Her 

 desk was a small birch wood table, its surface stained with faded black ink and riddled with shallow 

 scratches. Not much occupied the workspace but a stack of empty writing paper and a taupe letterbox 

 with a sketch of a hyacinth flower fitted in the label. The box's top lay crooked and raised due to the 

 number of letters crammed inside. The rest of the room was empty except for some overstuffed clothes 

 drawers and squeaky cabinets that smelled of stale bread and metallic tin food cans. 



 After bundling herself in layers of clothes she combed through her desk drawer pulling out a pair of 

 prickly wool gloves and uncovering a small pocket watch underneath. The watch was a dark silver devoid 

 of sheen, it had a thick chain on one end which weaved around in the drawer. Its crystal lens was 

 shattered obscuring the lifeless hands of the watch. The broken face stared up at her from the cluttered 

 draw as she slowly reached for it, shuttering as its cold surface touched her fingers. It was strange at times 

 how she all but forgot about the pocket watch living broken inside her desk, but she never forgot about 

 what it meant or who it had belonged to. Her mind sailed back in time at the sight of the watch recalling 

 the rhyme she had repeated as a young girl years ago under a full moon, 

 “Oh Ravvitch, oh Ravvitch, I have an offer to bestow 

 Oh Ravvitch, oh Ravvitch, my wish for my soul.” 

 She remembered the Ravvitch and how he whirled into existence before her eyes. A looming creature 

 with pointed black rabbit ears, eyes that glowed and shimmered like water, and a foxes smile steadfast 

 and sly. The air around him trembled harboring the utterances of many imprisoned souls. She had been 

 maybe eight at the time, brown-haired and pale-faced, her yearning eyes brimmed with curiosity. He had 

 towered over her with his searing smirk and asked politely for her wish. She had looked into those radiant 

 eyes and told him she wanted to dance on light feet as if light as a feather but with a body strong like 

 metal. The Ravvitch’s eyes dappled with a luminous red galaxy seemed to swirl as he accepted her wish 

 and pledged his return in sixteen years for the payment of her soul. Sixteen years had seemed to that 

 naive young girl like enough time to flush the reproachful look that plagued her mother's eyes. 

 Morana had found the watch shortly after her encounter with the Ravvitch, its hands moved too slow for a 

 normal clock but she had guessed its true purpose. Each soft sound of its gears was a reminder of her 

 own life ticking away. The watch, broken now for many years had its hands frozen in place at four 

 thirty-two o'clock. It never made a sound since. 

 Running her finger over the tarnished metal, the pocket watches' cold surface held her in place for a 

 moment before she set it down on her desk, the silver chain clinking in high pitches as it fell on top of 



 itself. Morana shook the thoughts from her mind turning away from the desk. She fit herself into a large 

 down coat, choked down a handful of bland crackers, and slid her feet into a bulky pair of snow boots at 

 her door. 

 She lived near the top of the condominium and preferred to take the stairs down on cold mornings to try 

 and warm up. Her brisk footsteps echoed down the stairwell walls which were embellished with scribbled 

 ink and paint words that at the very least distracted from the peeling walls. Morana didn’t mind the 

 unorthodox decorations, she liked to think the writing was like a piece of whoever wrote it left behind 

 unique to their hand. 

 At the bottom of the building, she checked her mailbox to find it empty. She only ever expected mail 

 from Mirek, an old friend, and continual correspondent despite them living only a short walk away and 

 seeing each other every few days. Like Morana, or more accurately like Mirek, Morana appreciated writing 

 letters just as much as she liked receiving them. The weight of an unopened letter in her hands heavy with 

 the words inside made her feel rich whenever she received them. Morana found her words flowed much 

 stronger and true from a pen onto paper than from her mouth into the air. 

 Outside clouded in a wintery morning mist, the city around her began to stir to life waking from its cold 

 hibernation. Cars and trams filled the roads with dashing lights while people hurried along on the snow 

 trimmed streets. Morana, exhaling frozen clouds, reached the Lycoris crosswalk, so she and Mirek had 

 anointed it after the way it had been the culprit to on average six deaths a year, every year since they 

 were young. Mirek, along with being an amateur botanical illustrator, is an editor for the local newspaper 

 preferring to reside in the nuances of others' work rather than sharing his own. There were a number of 

 things Morana suspected as retribution that occurred shortly after she had made her wish, one of those 

 retributions, she believed, had afflicted Mirek. A bad fall that gave him a limp which has never left his side 

 since. His leg had still been in a splint when Morana anxiously confessed to her encounter with the 

 Ravvitch crying about how she had doomed him. But Mirek never believed in the Ravvitch. He had taken 

 her pocket watch and shattered it under a rock claiming it was now just as broken as it was before. His 



 rationality was infectious and for a time Morana had believed she was safe from the Ravvitch’s promised 

 return. 

 A coating of snow fell off Moranas boots as she walked into the dance studio where she would spend the 

 day as she did every other, practicing. Not practicing for anything in particular but rather searching for 

 some shred of talent she felt worthy of calling her own. The Ravvitch had not let down on his side of the 

 bargain. On the floor, she danced lightly on her feet, soaring through the air with a bird's weightlessness. 

 Every movement was elegant and precise, with perfect form. But still, she felt that the abilities she 

 possessed were not hers, and every time she danced it was like a borrowed talent. 

 The dressing room lights flickered around the walls humming as Morana entered the locker-lined room 

 followed by the bang of the metal door shutting behind her. She exchanged her bulky winter gear for a 

 pale white leotard and swapped snow boots for a silky pair of pastel flats which she slid on then headed 

 out to the main studio floor. 

 The spacious room echoed and was brightly lit, alive with a group of young dancers stretching along the 

 broad mirror wall. Morana retreated to an empty corner, her footsteps tapping lightly on the smooth 

 wood. 

 “Stalkova! come here,” a demanding voice summoned from across the room. 

 Morana spun around facing the voice that had called her immediately suppressing a groan when she saw 

 the woman she now faced. Mrs. Priminskii had been Moranas instructor since she was a kid. A statuesque 

 woman with raven hair streaked gray and wound tightly in a bun. She wore dark make-up that choked her 

 hawk-like eyes which could spot all imperfections and used to terrorize Morana when she was younger. 

 “I need you to dance with my advanced girls at Ievanhall next Sunday,” she continued, “I’ve already had 

 to call on my backups but the position I need to fill seems cursed and they’ve all fallen through,” she 

 exasperated, “I know you rarely perform these days but I need talent.” 

 “Mrs. Priminskii I—” Morana began futilely. 



 “And don’t even try whining to me that you're not prepared,” she interrupted waiving a bony hand in 

 front of Morana’s face, “you're as prepared as I need you given all the time you spend here taunting me 

 with your wasted skill,” she scoffed the last bit then turned to leave, “I’ll get you performance-ready 

 starting this afternoon,” she added walking away. 

 Morana stood perplexed after her abrupt interaction with Mrs. Priminskii, a common effect. The Ievanhall 

 took place every two years attracting a broad audience well versed in the fine arts. While the stage was 

 not solely dedicated to the ballerinas it was the dream of most pupils in the performing arts to enact on. It 

 was the Ievanhall Morana suspected had corrupted her mother's mind and engulfed Moranas own when 

 she called upon the Ravvitch. Ievanhall. Morana wondered if her mother would have finally been pleased. 

 By noon Morana decided she had exhausted herself enough for the morning, having stretched and 

 practiced a few basic routines and not wanting to waste her energy before Mrs.Priminskii demanded the 

 best from her. The large wood-rimmed clock that gazed down over the room read just before twelve. She 

 didn’t want to be late to meet Mirek. The last of the dancers in the room were also heading out as she 

 lingered on the dance room floor for a moment catching her breath. The large glass mirror which 

 enveloped the far wall projected her reflection back at her. She gazed into her own dark eyes and let her 

 mind drift. The last of the dancers had left the room and silence followed their departure. Then she heard 

 it, a faint and far-off ticking. It was so quiet she could have mistaken it for a ringing in her ears, but the 

 incremental pacing was too distinct. She looked up at the clock which seemed to stare back at her, ever 

 so softly ticking. She felt a creeping uneasy sensation in her stomach as the sounds stirred memories from 

 her previous night's dream. But before she could drift away any further in thought she swiftly left the room 

 shaking the feeling from her mind. She did not like the subtle correlations between memories that 

 reminded her of the Ravvitch which seemed to be haunting the day since she woke up. The subtle 

 thought picking at the back of her mind morphed into a lead weight engulfing her entire body. 

 Morana met Mirek at the Lycoris crosswalk which was at an about-equal distance between Moranas studio 

 and Mirek's work Morana would insist, but in reality, it favored Mirek’s journey by about two-thirds less 



 distance. Despite this Morana would always arrive before Mirek, her long stride and fast pace an obvious 

 advantage to Mirek’s limp. Once consolidated they didn’t linger for small talk and instead fell into step 

 attracted to the warm atmosphere radiating out of the street cafe windows. Morana skipped ahead a few 

 paces to the shop doors and lightly spun around to face Mirek before pushing the glass door open with 

 her back and holding it open for him. 

 “M’lady” she lightly mocked. 

 Mirek scoffed past her smiling and headed for the counter, Morana followed in step like a tall shadow. 

 The warm air inside, pleasant with the scent of hot beverages and sweet pastries embraced her as it 

 began to seep through her snow-chilled coat. The ambiance of the cafe was everything the outside air 

 wasn’t. 

 A barista faced Morana with a polite smile and asked for her order. Stalling with a long and hesitant “um”, 

 Morana studied the two dust black chalkboards that hung on the wall with a short menu scribbled in white 

 chalk searching for an answer that might satisfy the woman. 

 “A black tea and a chamomile please” Mirek promptly replied. 

 Then like clockwork, they took their places at the last window booth with a black and white photograph of 

 a sunflower that would peer over Morana's shoulder. Morana coddled the warm ceramic cup in both 

 hands trying to soak up all its heat. From his dusty black coat, Mirek retrieved a notepad with coffee 

 cream sheets and began scribbling words with a Grafos pencil. Morana enjoyed watching Mirek and his 

 ever-evolving handwriting. Mirek could write as many people, sometimes cursive and curvy other times 

 with straight lines and machine accuracy. Some days he was a professor scribbling hasty corrections on a 

 pile of papers, others a child heavy-handedly etching each character into the paper with triumph. He 

 could write like Morana if he wanted to. Her writing was a careful kind of scribble not illegible but erratic 

 enough to be awarded Mirek’s debatable complement of “having character”. Morana absently swirled a 

 spoon around in her cup of tea. 



 “Mrs.Priminskii asked me to fill in at the Ievanhall this weekend,” Morana mentioned nonchalantly, not 

 wanting Mirek to decipher how she felt about it before she knew herself. 

 “I know,” Mirek responded plainly. 

 “Y-you do?” 

 “Sure, the lady came by to have the newspaper correct the event's performers list.” 

 He looked up from his notepad. 

 “Yesterday.” 

 Morana scoffed, “Of course she did.” 

 Mirek gestured at her expectantly, “well?” 

 Morana's gaze dropped to her teacup. When they were young Morana would exhaust Mirek with her 

 ambitions of performing at the Ievanhall. But now she wasn’t so sure they were ever her own ambitions. 

 He sighed, turned back to his notepad, and began writing again, 

 “Morana, you’ve been dancing since you could first walk, and you’ve been in love with it ever since, I 

 know because it's your devotion that gives you your edge. If you had been doing it for any other reason,” 

 he paused, looking up again, “If you had been doing it all for your mother, you would have quit twelve 

 years ago. You could have been at Ievanhall years ago too but you’ve shackled yourself to vindictive 

 ghosts that no longer exist.” 

 Morana took an evading sip of tea, the scent of warm honey and chamomile filled her nose. She had 

 hoped Mirek would say something like that. He was good at digging Morana out of her own pits of 

 despair which Morana felt guilty for continually falling into. She let a brief silence pass between them 

 before resting her mug back on its saucer with a light chime. 



 “I’ll be staying late at the studio this week to practice.” 

 “Great, you can walk me home.” 

 With that, a pent-up weight crumbled and shed off Moranas body. 

 Morana briskly walked back to the studio, reluctant to spend the rest of the day a slave to Mrs. Priminskii’s 

 training regimen but smart enough not to be late. The usually alleviating effect that came with Mirek’s 

 console had lifted some of her reservations about Ievanhall. Morana suspected she knew what he said 

 was true even before he had said it. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew the conflicted feelings 

 she had for dance were just a crutch to keep her from moving on with her life, an impediment that she 

 assumed she deserved. But she felt a new wave of energy walking into the studio she hadn’t experienced 

 in a long time, like when she was a kid first learning to balance on her toes. 

 As predicted Mrs.Priminskii was ruthless in finding ways to critique Morana’s every move. But Morana 

 trained hard nevertheless feeling more dedication in herself now finally having a goal to work towards. 

 The harder she worked it seemed the more excited she felt about her upcoming performance. She left 

 the dance floor that evening more tired than she had been in months and more enthusiastic than she had 

 been in years. 

 Morana was about to leave the dressing rooms when she heard a faint noise. Distinct from the electric 

 hum and flicker of the room's faulty lights. The ever-enduring tick, tick, tick, of a clock whispered in 

 Moranas ears. She looked around the room searching for the source of the noise. Her hand brushed 

 against her coat hitting something heavy in her pocket. Confused, she reached in and fished around for a 

 second before landing on a cold metal lump. Retracting her hand she pulled out the broken pocket 

 watch. Morana’s breath caught in her throat as she stared at it perplexed. Undoubtedly the same pocket 

 watch she had left behind early that day on her desk at home was now sitting in her hand chiming faintly 

 like it hadn’t done in years. The once stationary clock hands now every so slightly reanimated were 

 creeping around their orbit. Eyes wide, Morana shoved the watch back into her pocket but the noise 



 persisted, seeming to rise from inside of her ears. Carelessly, Morana collected her things and escaped 

 the building. 

 Outside the street lamps began to flicker on, radiant orbs repelling the descending evening. Above her 

 head the clouds loomed, dark and foreboding pressed to their seams with a storm brewing inside. But 

 beneath them was calm and quiet the sounds of pedestrians and traffic dampened by the layers of snow 

 on the ground. The air was heavy around Morana as she hurried home dragging her weary feet through 

 the snow. The storm clouds silently stirring in the sky above seemed to grow more agitated as Morana 

 quickened her pace. 

 Morana stood at the crosswalk, her arms hung limply by her side. Exhausted she let her eyes blur and 

 gaze aimlessly at the traffic lights dancing in front of her. The pocket watch at her side seemed to be 

 faintly gaining in volume and speed with each tick. An uneasy feeling crept into her stomach as her 

 drifting gaze was pulled to a tall inhuman figure across the street from her. Dressed in a dark suit with one 

 arm slightly outstretched and a gloved hand passively swinging a polished pocket watch on a silver chain. 

 He stood staring at her through the river of car lights, a pleased smile across his face like he had just 

 convinced a flower to bloom before him in the snow. 

 The crosswalk signal changed to a descending red twenty, Morana stood frozen where she was and so 

 did he. So it was today, she thought. Inside her pocket, the watch ticked louder, drowning out the sounds 

 of the traffic around her until it was all that filled her ears. A surge of exhaustion fell over Morana and she 

 realized just how tired she felt. In an unusual way, it was as though an invisible force was extracting the 

 energy from her body. A soft voice whispering to  her to succumb. 

 The red sign reached zero and the stream of car lights flowed in front of her again. Swayed by the gentle 

 voice Morana stepped toward the flashing river, eyes fixed on the Ravvitch beyond. With each 

 approaching step, her skin began to show through like a silk veil. The warmth seeped out of her hands 

 and her arms climbing towards her chest and from her feet. The flying lights now passed through her 

 translucent silhouette and white fluttering snow drifted down through her body and onto the road below. 



 The quickening ticks had fully converged into a steady high-pitched ring. She stopped on the other side 

 of the road in front of the Ravvitch standing as she had sixteen years ago, peering up into his turbulent 

 red eyes. Her own eyes were milky and vacant, her body fully translucent shimmering slightly around her 

 silhouette with a faint glow like that of moonlight. Briefly, Morana felt everything, and then, nothing. 

 A wooden crutch lay discarded across the bed, its metal bottom tarnished and carved with scratches, but 

 the silvery handle polished with use danced with the warm light that enveloped the room. At his desk, 

 Mirek scribbled on loose paper in neat cursive penmanship. His stooped silhouette outlined by the glow 

 of a desk lamp in the darkened room. A metal typewriter took up a large space on the far reaches of the 

 table though it was shrouded in stacks of paper sorted into piles of unsent letters, notes adorn with 

 cross-hatched sketches, and some attempts at far-fetched poetry. Beneath the piles, a piece of paper was 

 fitted in the typewriter with some lines of repeated letters. Aside from the outskirts of the desk which were 

 inhabited by papers, books, and boxes of more paper, the main workspace was empty aside from a taupe 

 box filled to the brim with letters and Mirek’s sketch of a hyacinth fit on the outside. 

 The end of Mirek's pencil snapped abruptly sending fractured lead fragments across the paper. He 

 reached toward the piles on his desk searching them for a sharpener stopping short as his eyes fell on the 

 newspaper draped off the corner of the table. Flipped to the sixth page Moranas flat gaze stared, fixed 

 eternally ahead from where it was printed on the page alongside an obituary. A leaden weight toppled 

 Mireks lungs at the sight of his inadequate writing, no matter how far he had reached, words fell short of 

 Morana. He used to believe in the power of words and their endless application. But when he had to 

 compose Moranas life in no more than four hundred words there were no words, no poetic metaphors, or 

 articulate expressions that could do her justice. 

 He felt his throat swell and eyes begin to itch with tears. The rebounding ache of a thousand words 

 trapped with him in the living world fought to the surface. Mirek barricaded his mouth and eyes with his 

 hands but it was too late to stop the torrent. 



 He saw it again, he couldn't help but see it, no matter how hard he tried to obliviate it the episode 

 persisted in his mind. How close yet so far he had been from her. How her body had been struck violently 

 and flung into the air twisted and broken. How a body landed with a lifeless thud in the snow without 

 Morana. How quickly she had been erased before his eyes leaving behind a bloodied and mangled 

 vessel. 

 Mirek dug his face further into his trembling hands grasping at his hair trying to rid himself of the 

 nightmare. His shoulders shook as his body convulsed with choked sobs. It seemed an impossible 

 actuality that Mirek would ever be able to feel anything other than utter misery for the entirety of his life 

 to come. It had only been a few days but Mirek had felt several lifetimes pass between the sleepless, 

 tormented nights. 

 As his shuddering subsided Mirek steadied his breathing enough to remove his hands from his face and 

 open his inflamed eyes. Across from Mirek the taupe box lay static and waiting. He hadn’t been brave 

 enough to open the box of letters, much less match them with his own box of letters he had kept from 

 Morana. It was hard enough reconciling with her death Mirek was not ready to read life back into 

 Morana’s words. 

 Later that night Mirek dressed in a suit took the tram to Ievanhall. The building was alive with people and 

 lights which glowed gold in front of their mouths as they spoke into the freezing air. On his way inside, he 

 recognized a towering woman irritably herding a group of exuberant dancers towards the backstage 

 entrances. One of the dancers who stood out to Mirek as being younger than the rest held a rigid facade 

 of maturity in an attempt to blend in with the older dancers. Mirek guessed she had been selected in 

 Moranas's stead. Continuing across the crowded lobby plagued with clamorous conversations Mirek 

 shuffled through the crowds toward the performance hall. 

 In the darkened auditorium the dancer's costumes glowed with crystalline white light as the stage lights 

 flicked on springing their frozen bodies into graceful motion. Mirek watched woefully as they commenced 

 their synchronized performance. He longed to see Morana on that stage where she was meant to be. 



 Then as if his pain had willed her into reality from an in-between realm a translucent figure materialized on 

 the stage in delicate motion. Dancing in sync across the stage floor her ghostly mimic followed the other 

 performers through their practiced choreography. With weightlessness, she performed a vague 

 reproduction from lost memory stuttering as the dance endured. The figure bore no recognizable facial 

 attributes but Mirek knew she moved as only Morana could. There she danced, faltering with time her 

 willowy figure retaining no memory of loss, or cold, or recollection of her demise just the fleeting steps 

 and motions of her one true desire in life as in death. 



 “Please join Mallory and Sal on the 

 happiest day of their life.” 

 I read the invitation with a sense of guilt. 

 Why aren’t I ecstatic for my best friend? 

 She’s marrying the love of her life next 

 week and all I can think about is how 

 badly I wish I had that again. I recently 

 went through a nasty divorce and I’ve 

 pushed away everyone since. I don’t 

 mean anything by it, but life has been 

 much darker as of lately. I put down the 

 invitation and poured myself a glass of wine. 

 Me and Mallory met in the 7th grade. I was the new kid at school and she was the first person to talk to 

 me. I remember her being so bubbly and energetic. I didn’t really make many other friends the rest of 

 middle school, I didn’t need to, I had Mallory. Once we got to highschool, Mallory joined the popular kids 

 and left me in the dust. It wasn’t until they all basically disowned her that she came back into my life. She 

 still apologizes to this day, 13 years later. Mallory and I had many of our “firsts” together. Our first 

 concert, our first prom, our first car accident, the list goes on. I was there for her when her dad died and 

 she was there for me when my mom passed. I wouldn’t have wanted to experience it with anyone else. I 

 love Mallory and I love that I get to experience her first (and hopefully last) wedding by her side. 

 “What if he’s there? Or worse, what if he’s there with another woman,” I think to myself as I indulge in my 

 smooth red wine. I realize that I don’t have a choice, I have to go and support my best friend in this new 

 chapter of her life. I can’t let my personal emotions get in the way. I love her and I love that she’s happy 

 but I can’t deny that part of me is envious of her happiness. I finish my glass of wine and relax on the 

 couch. 



 “I have a week, no need to worry about it right now. He probably won’t even be there.He’s probably 

 going to be at work...” 

 I begin to doze off and soon find myself daydreaming. And there he is, Steve, my ex husband. He’s 

 surrounded by soft light with a warm smile on his face. We are back where we first met, the Botanical 

 Garden in North Carolina. I was a college student with a determined mind. I had never had any previous 

 serious relationships. I didn’t even really believe that anyone could love me. There is no other noise than 

 his laughter and I begin to feel myself smile. I catch myself reminiscing and force myself to open my eyes 

 even though I don’t want to leave this euphoria. I slowly open my eyes and come back to a sad reality I 

 call my life. 

 I can’t decide between the peach dress or the lavender one. I want to look good just in case Steve is 

 there. Steve loved me in lavender, but would it be too obvious if I wore it? Is he even going to notice me? 

 Is he going to talk to me? It’s almost been a year, does he have facial hair? I realize my anxiety is rising, so 

 I take a break. I go into my backyard to get some fresh air. Once I calm myself down, I head back inside to 

 finish getting ready. Of course I went with the lavender dress. 

 3:00 approaches, and I am already running late. I grab my wedding gift and head out of my house. The 

 venue is not far from my house, only 24 minutes away. When I arrive I sit for a moment and inspect the 

 crowd of people surrounding the front of the venue. The first person to catch my eye is Mallory’s mother, 

 Fiona. She looks like she is going to explode any second. 

 She’s never been too fond of me and Mallory’s friendship. Mallory never let it alte her mind, which is why I 

 consider her my best friend. I next spot Payton, Sal’s twin brother. They look nothing alike and act like 

 complete opposites. Payton has been to jail a few times, nothing serious happened, but he’s never been 

 one to stay out of trouble. I continue searching the crowd and I don’t see Steve, so I decide to head in. 

 Before I could reach the steps, I was approached by Mallory’s mother. You can tell she’s beyond anxious 

 for her daughter's big day, everything must be perfect. 

 “Lavender. You are so predictable.” Her mother, Fiona, utters. 



 “It’s good to see you too Fiona.” I reply mockingly. 

 “Let’s remember, today is for Mallory, yes? She says to me like I have some intention of sabotaging her 

 daughter’s wedding day. 

 Before I could reply, she scurried away quickly to greet more guests. Fiona and Mallory have never really 

 seen eye to eye. Fiona has never approved of Mallory’s friends, boyfriends, or overall life decisions in the 

 past. But she really liked Sal which made Mallory extremely happy. It’s hard not to like Sal, he doesn’t 

 have a bad bone in his body. 

 As I walk into the venue, I find myself in awe. Fiona really outdid herself with this place. Everything is so 

 beautiful and coordinated very well. I find my seat in front and wait patiently for the service to start. Many 

 people approach me as they find their seats. Some of these people I don’t even recognize, but all I can 

 think about is Steve, so I don’t pay much mind to them. I still haven’t spotted him and the wedding is 

 supposed to begin in 15 minutes. Maybe I worried myself for no reason. I begin to relax into my chair and 

 an unexpected smile meets my face. 

 Everyone finds their seat and the wedding begins. The jealousy leaves my body and I enjoy the emotional 

 but beautiful service. 

 The part we have all been waiting for, the after party. I congratulate Mallory and head inside to find wine. 

 While I’m waiting at the bar, I feel someone staring at me. I look to my left and a tall and handsome man 

 is staring at me. When he realizes I see him staring, he doesn’t look away, instead he smiles. I have been 

 out of the game for so long, I had no idea what to do, so I quickly looked down. I hoped he’d just walk 

 away, but instead he comes up to me. 

 “Can I get you a drink?” He asks calmly. 

 “I’m pretty sure they’re free.” I say quickly. 



 “Alright, you got me. I just needed an excuse to come up to you.” He replies playfully. Not knowing what 

 to say back, I chuckle and lower my head. 

 “I'm Blake, Sal’s cousin.. And you are?” He says. 

 “I’m Kenedi.” I stammer. 

 “Nice to meet you Kenedi, maybe I’ll see you around?” He says confidently. 

 I nod and he walks away. I feel my face getting hot as confusion fills my mind. Was he flirting? With me?! 

 No, no way. 

 I try to find Mallory to congratulate her when a man bumps the wine glass right out of my hand. 

 “I am so sorry.” The man says. 

 Without looking, I bend down to pick up the pieces of the glass. My once dry cleaned lavender dress is 

 now decorated with splotches of red wine. I feel my face get red and wish I could stay down there forever. 

 I pick up all the pieces that I can without cutting my hands. I stand up hoping he would have walked away 

 from embarrassment but there he is. Steve, my ex husband. Of course. This is exactly what I didn’t need. 

 Why didn’t he offer to help me clean the glass? As my mind starts obsessing over the situation, Fiona’s 

 voice creeps into my mind, “Let’s remember today is for Mallory.” Her voice fills my head and I feel guilt. 

 “Don’t worry about it, it was an accident.” I say shakily. 

 “Kenedi… I didn’t recognize you. Did you dye your hair?” He asks me like he cares. 

 “Yes, yes I did. If you would excuse me, I need to clean up.” I say harshly. 

 “Let me help you-” 

 I cut him off before he could finish, “No really, you should get back to your date.” I hurry to the bathroom 

 before he has an opportunity to answer me. I close the bathroom door behind me and without hesitation, 



 begin bawling my eyes out. I don’t even wait to check if anyone is in the stalls, I couldn’t control it. He 

 didn’t deny he had a date, but then again I didn’t give time for a response. I hear footsteps coming from 

 outside and I run into a stall. I’m sure to be quiet because I don’t want to ruin Mallory’s most special day. I 

 wait until she leaves and I bring myself to the sink. I look in the mirror and feel the urge to begin crying 

 again. I don’t. I clean myself up as much as I can and head back out. 

 “WHO’S READY TO PARTYYY!” The DJ gets everyone to head onto the dance floor, including myself. I 

 find Mallory on the dance floor and join her. Her smile is so vibrant, so genuine. I feel much better now 

 that she stands in front of me. I really am happy for her. She deserves this more than anyone. While I am 

 admiring my best friend glow in happiness, I am tapped on the shoulder. I turn around, and there stands 

 Blake. A shock of excitement flows through my body. He asks me to dance and after a few glasses of 

 wine, it’s impossible to say no. I grab his hand and allow myself to move to the music. The best part of it 

 all was Steven did not hold a place in my mind. I didn’t care he was there, I didn’t care if he had facial hair 

 now or if he had a new girlfriend. I felt happy for the first time in a long time, but maybe it was the wine 

 talking. 

 “Let’s go for a walk.” Blake suggests. 

 “Okay!” I reply maybe a little too enthusiastically. 

 He chuckles and we drift off from the party onto the beach. We come across a dock and continue our 

 stroll down the dock. He’s asking a lot of questions, is he actually interested or does he just want to get in 

 my pants? We reach the end of the dock and he motions me to sit down. I agree and we sit there for a 

 moment in awkward but refreshing silence. 

 “You got some impressive moves.” He jokes. 

 “Thanks.” I reply dryly. 

 ‘C’mon Kenedi. Thanks? That’s all you’ve got? Conversate! Ask him questions!’ I’m practically screaming 

 at myself inside my head. 



 “So.. did you come solo tonight?” He questions. 

 “Oh yeah, I just recently got divorced so-” I instantly regretted the words that just came out of my mouth. 

 I just met this man and I am already revealing I am a sad and divorced woman who couldn’t even find a 

 plus one for a wedding?! Before I can feel too bad, he replies, 

 “Yeah me too actually. It’s been a couple years but I couldn’t even find a plus one for a wedding.” 

 It’s like he’s reading my mind. I feel relaxed, I don’t feel judged. We stayed at the dock for another 2 hours 

 talking about everything and anything. We share laughs and he tells me about his late mother. I hadn’t 

 felt this strong of a connection since my ex husband. While it is exhilarating, I can’t help but self sabotage. 

 The sun begins to set so I suggest we head back to the party. He grabs my hand and looks at me with 

 stern eyes. 

 “Let me take you out to dinner. Tomorrow or sometime this week. Anywhere you want to go. Please.” 

 He’s practically begging me, how can I say no. Not that I wanted to anyways. “Fine, but I get to choose.” 

 I joke. 

 We both laugh and head back to the party. For the first time in a long time, I am hopeful. We spent the 

 rest of the night dancing and drinking. Everyone is having a great time and I find myself sad when the 

 night comes to an end, but this was just the beginning. 

 Everyone heads out towards their cars with tired eyes. The women are barefoot at this point, heels in 

 hand. I look around and take it all in one last time, Blake has disappeared. Maybe I’ll never see him again, 

 I think to myself. The thought of that ignites a strong sadness inside of me that I knew would be on my 

 mind all night. I head out the big double doors and start down the steps. 

 “There you are! Do you need a ride home?” I recognize Blakes soft yet raspy voice. I turn around and that 

 sad feeling totally disappears. 



 “I drove myself, but thank you for offering.” I replied kindly. 

 “Alright, it was nice meeting you Kenedi. I’ll see you soon. Drive safe.” His voice calms me after the 

 chaotic night. 

 I get into my car and sit there for a second wondering if I really will see him soon. I just met this guy and 

 I’m already overthinking everything. I wait for the last car to pull out of the gravel lot and then begin my 

 journey home. As I’m driving home, I can’t stop smiling. I hope so badly that he is as genuine as he 

 seemed to be. I begin to imagine what our kids would look like, how we’d decorate our home, what cars 

 we would have. Would they match? I am overwhelmed with excitement. 

 I get into bed and check my phone. Alone on my screen lives a text message from Steve. 43 minutes ago. 

 It read “Okay, I admit, it worked. You made me jealous with whoever that man was. Are you doing 

 anything tonight, come over?(:” I don’t even feel the urge to reply. I am simply out of energy to entertain 

 Steve any longer. I delete the message, lock my phone and shut off the lights. I say a prayer before bed 

 and doze off into a deep sleep. 



 There were times where life seemed to be 

 lulling to a peaceful feeling, but never fully. Not 

 for Lewis. The man had only been six when he 

 found himself in a new home. 

 Like any child, anything new was not to be 

 trusted, especially not this aging property. But 

 Lewis’ parents weren’t the type to help him, so 

 he learned to follow along and figure things 

 out for himself. They were two busy parents 

 with not much time for a demanding child. 

 That’s what they told him, at least. It had 

 become a compliment overtime from his family 

 members; just how independent the little guy 

 seemed at navigating himself. By the time 

 everyone had settled in, he already felt uneasy 

 in the house. Maybe it was leaving everything 

 behind so quickly. Maybe it was being alone for so long. 

 But Lewis couldn’t ignore the way the house seemed to twist. Not in an obvious sense. There were no 

 contorting walls but each room was set up in such a specific way that all somehow faced his room. If you 

 were to stand in the doorway of Lewis’ designated room, you could peek into every other room from the 

 doorway. It felt as if the entire house had been watching me. 

 By the time the basic furniture was set up, Lewis’ parents already had their schedules packed. New jobs 

 required extra attention and alongside the boxes that had scattered across the house, so Lewis had to get 

 used to his room quickly. He just couldn’t though. Something about the room smelled murky and even 

 the new boxes felt as if they were sinking with its weight. 

 “You need to get used to it.” Lewis’s father told him, exasperated. “It’s a new house, of course you’re 

 disoriented.” 

 As Lewis neared the first couple days of the house, he couldn’t calm to the house’s atmosphere. He was 

 too afraid to wander around and most days hung out in the living room, watching things on the newly 

 hooked up TV. It was a routine he was comfortable repeating. Breakfast, living room, lunch, living room, 

 dinner, bed. His parents weren’t particularly bothered by this. He had been quiet for most of the time. 

 In terms of Lewis’ new school, nothing had come as a big surprise to Lewis. The school seemed as old as 

 his new home, infested with broken lights and gum infested poles that he’d catch sight of on his walk 

 home. It was particularly intimating to be surrounded by groups of kids, who already knew who to talk to 



 and what to talk about. Lewis had never been too great at keeping friends, though, and he assumed this 

 year would follow suit. 

 “Did you like your first day?” Lewis’ mother asked. 

 “It was okay.” Lewis mumbled, barely looking up from his meal. 

 “Well, I’ve heard that the teachers are very well rated.” Lewis’ mother went on. Lewis’ father nodded in 

 agreement. “ 

 Lewis eventually decided that the strange feeling he had was only just that—a feeling. He hadn’t quite 

 grown accustomed to his room, but he was alright that night. Lewis had only just begun to doze off until 

 he heard a voice slither from somewhere in the room. 

 Leeewwwwwiiissssss… 

 Lewis' parents couldn’t understand why their son had come to them, screaming and crying that a voice 

 was coming from his room. They had checked every corner of the room, finding nothing worth noting. 

 That didn’t stop their little boy from begging to sleep with them, to take him away from his room. They 

 didn’t budge, of course. After some stern lecture on the importance of bravery, Lewis was put back in 

 bed, only this time he didn’t fall asleep. As far as he knew, it could’ve very well been his imagination 

 By Lewis’ second week of school, the boy found himself barely talking to anyone. Yesterday’s classwork 

 had them pair up in table groups and despite the high energy from the other kids, Lewis found himself 

 more excluded than if no one had decided to speak to him. Furthermore, he was already dealing with his 

 worries about returning home that day. He dreaded the idea of hearing the voice whisper in his room. 

 To his dismay, the voice did come back. Instead of hiding under his sheets, though. Day after day, Lewis 

 heard it at least once per night and knew that his parents wouldn’t bother staying in his room to listen. 

 Eventually, left without any options, he decided he would finally do something about it. With every bone 

 in his body, he looked around his room. Anywhere for the source of such a visceral voice. And then, he 

 saw it. 

 A face in the corner of the wall. 

 If the sight of its eerie face wasn’t enough, it lacked any limbs of which Lewis could see. It only grinned at 

 him. Lewis only stood there, stilled to the core. 

 Can you feed me, Lewis? 

 The only thing Lewis could muster from his frozen body was a nod. He anxiously decided to sneak 

 downstairs to grab a tomato from the bunch that had been bought that day, hoping that by the time he 

 went back upstairs he might find the face gone. It wasn’t nearly ripe enough, but Lewis concluded that if 



 he had requested food immediately, he most likely wouldn’t really mind. Fortunately for him, this was 

 deemed satisfying enough. After Lewis had carefully placed the tomato in the man’s mouth, he sighed in 

 content. 

 Oh, thank you. I thought I was done for. 

 Lewis only observed the face. He couldn’t quite comprehend what exactly he was and neither was he 

 keen on asking how he managed to get stuck in his own wall. He dared ask how he got into that 

 predicament. The face turned towards him with a sneer. 

 You don’t expect me to believe that’s all you’ve got, right? 

 A pool of dread trickled towards Lewis' chest. 

 “No, but--” 

 That’s great to hear! You’ll give me some more tomorrow, then? 

 Lewis hesitated to answer. He twiddled his fingers as he nervously tried to find a reason to not feed him. 

 The face was hungry though, surely. He had needed food and Lewis wouldn’t have wanted to leave him 

 knowing that. So, he agreed to do so. 

 It was a strange relationship. Lewis kept the face tucked behind a moving box in order to keep his parents 

 unaware of the whole ordeal. He didn’t even want to imagine how they would react if they found out he 

 had been feeding a stranger in their wall. The whole situation felt so bizarre that Lewis often 

 contemplated if he was dreaming, maybe being scared to death without himself knowing. On the fifth day 

 of Lewis giving the face his midnight meals, the face gave him a look of mild annoyance while being 

 presented with the sandwiches Lewis managed to make. 

 I appreciate what you’ve given me, but this is only one meal. You get to have three meals and I only settle 

 with one. 

 Not knowing what to say, Lewis stared at the face with a bit of worry. He didn’t want to see it upset. He 

 also didn’t want to give him more meals, barely mustering up what he had in him to make this one. Of 

 course, the face must’ve made out his expression while he wasn’t looking, and his eyebrows fell. Lewis 

 was surprised to see the face look a bit sad. 

 Do you know just how hungry I’ve been, Lewis? Before you showed up I was suffering. I don’t want to 

 suffer again. 

 Lewis felt a twinge of guilt. Maybe he was being selfish. The face hadn’t asked for too much, after all. 

 “I’m sorry.” The face sighed, in a bit of exasperation. 



 It’s alright. Just promise me you’ll get me some more food tomorrow. 

 “I promise.” Lewis said. Though, he almost hesitated. 

 The next morning, Lewis assembled three meals. Although I tried to vary them, there wasn’t much more 

 than the basic essentials. Bread and meats for sandwiches as well as some bagels for a morning breakfast. 

 Lewis had cereals but didn’t bother making them, since they weren’t any good without sugar. The face 

 seemingly fussed about that stuff, declaring his favorite foods and half-demanding Lewis give it to him. 

 Lewis felt a sense of relief once the face had nothing left to say, but another part of him felt trapped. How 

 much longer was this going to go one? 

 Lewis pondered on telling his parents for a brief moment, asking them to help him get out of this 

 situation. They were right there, yet he felt isolated on a tiny island that he had been stranded upon, 

 where it was always dark and he was fighting for survival. He often had nightmares of the face ordering 

 him around, getting angry if he didn’t follow orders. Lewis didn’t take his chances making that the reality. 

 He really was afraid of the face, despite the seemingly calm demeanor it tried to keep up. 

 Unfortunately, Lewis’ meal habits caught up to his parents, putting together that for some reason he was 

 making food in the middle of the night. attention over the weeks. as they wondered how their food 

 supply was decreasing so quickly. One night, while going downstairs, he found his father downstairs 

 unexpectedly, seemingly hiding himself in the dark. His face went pale with shock as they both sat at the 

 dinner table, visibly upset. 

 “Lewis Thomson.” said his mother, with a hint of hurt in her voice. 

 “Mom!” Lewis sputtered. “Please--!” 

 “I don’t think we have to explain why eating food in the middle of the night is a problem!” his father 

 butted in. 

 “I didn’t mean it! I-I just--” 

 “We know. You wanted to have seconds without us knowing. Well, we’re not allowing it.” he said, 

 authoritatively. 

 “No!” Lewis cried, tears welling in his eyes. 

 “Why are you crying?” his mother asked, dumbfounded. “You should know it’s not healthy for you.” 

 Nonetheless, Lewis began crying. In his anguish, his mother only scoffed. 

 “Honestly.” she said, finally. 



 Lewis made his way back to his room, face red from tears and completely numb when entering his room. 

 Lewis froze in his place. He expected to see the face angry when he looked up, but to his horror the face 

 was no longer just a face. He was a tall, standing creature with bony, inhuman inhumane limbs. He 

 towered over the boy, who trembled under his shadow as he leaned closer to him with a twinge of 

 contempt in his eyes. 

 You failed. 

 Lewis shrieked. Wailed for anyone. His parents rushed into his room just in time to see the large creature 

 just inches away from their son. Upon seeing the two parents, the thing looked afraid, going limp and 

 slithering back into the hole where he came from, never to be seen again. The family stood there for what 

 felt like what felt like ages. No one looked at each other, only spoke in a quivering whispering. All Lewis’ 

 parents could do for him then was apologize. Over and over again. 

 They left that house the same week. Lewis' life was much different afterwards. His parents were not at all 

 like they had been before, abandoning whatever they had thought being good parents were and letting 

 their son indulge in whatever he wanted. But nothing could fix what had happened. Lewis never 

 mentioned that incident to anybody since then, not even his own parents. Sometimes he still wondered if 

 the creature still lived there. Sometimes he wondered if it was real at all. 



 “Hey, make sure it's buried all the way 

 down. I hear it's going to rain later 

 tonight.” Steve said with his hands in his 

 pockets. 

 “Yeah don’t worry. I put it down at least 

 four feet. It’s going to be fine.” Ricky 

 responded, crouched over a hole with a 

 small safe in it. He held  a trowel in his hand 

 as he started to toss the dirt back on a 

 small gray safe ,with a keyhole being its 

 only distinguishing feature. The boy next to 

 Ricky was John. 

 He crouched down with Ricky and used 

 his hands to toss dirt back on the box as 

 well. Steve joined in as well. The sun had 

 risen above the small, dried grass covered hills of the park these three boys loved to enjoy during the 

 weekend. They had just finished their first week of high school as freshmen. 

 Ten minutes later the three boys were perched at the top of the hill overlooking the freeway that seemed 

 to disappear into the horizon. Beyond the horizon, the San Pablo Bay rested with the only signs of 

 humans were the fishing boats scattered in search of halibut. They sat on their bikes with the stand in 

 place so they wouldn’t tip over. They all admired the view for about thirty seconds before breaking into 

 conversation. 

 “So how easy would you think it would be to kill both of us?” John casually addressed both his friends. 

 “Well to be honest, if I had to do it right now, it would be pretty hard because you two would jump me. I 

 mean I could try to use my bike…maybe just throw it on Ricky first since he is the tallest then try to push 

 you down.” Steve said. 

 “ I agree with Steve, I think killing any of you guys would be pretty hard out here with very little to work 

 with. I think if I was to kill anyone, I would do it in a home. I know I would leave traces of the incident, but 

 that's not the question. I think that a house would be the easiest place to murder because you have all 

 the resiurces you need in one place. Also, I would kill you guys during the sleepover, when you guys are 

 asleep.” Ricky responded. 



 The two other boys nodded their heads agreeing with Ricky’s response. They set up their bikes and 

 started to ride down the hill, under the midday sun. They kept riding till they reached the end of the trail. 

 They talked about how their first week of high school went. They mainly just talked about the teachers 

 and their personality. They discussed how many syllables they had gotten. 

 “ Hey? Do any of you guys have an extra copy of the Mr. Tuttle’s syllables? I lost mine.” Ricky asked his 

 friends. 

 “I lost mine too.” John and Steve responded. They all shrugged it off. It was only worth five points. They 

 just kept talking about their fears, hopes, and potential triumphs. Steve didn’t need much to be happy. 

 He was always happy. His grades were the least of his concerns. He enjoyed spending time with his 

 friends, and the animals, especially the horses, on his ranch near Bodega Bay, further up north. This 

 passion for animals made him really into veterinary science. He knew that his grades may have some 

 effect in this field but he thought since his auntie had her own vet clinic he could gain some real world 

 experience there. 

 Ricky was a study of contrast. He cared about his scores yet didn’t study for tests because he never 

 needed to. He was one of those people that could absorb it once and it would never leave. Well, it 

 wouldn’t leave until the test was over. He found passion in his video games consoles and watching other 

 people play video games. Despite always being on video games he still was able to discover an interest 

 in engineering, specifically electrical engineering. He paid very little attention to the events folding 

 around the world and preferred to focus on his world. He was soft spoken, at least to his peers. To Steve 

 and John, he was a funny friend with a darker sense of humor. 

 John also cared about his grades. In fact, they were the only things he cared about. He would routinely 

 pull up all nighters and took notes faster than anyone in class. He took all of his textbooks home 

 everyday. He took his textbooks even when he didn’t need to. School was an important part of his life. 

 He saw education as a way out of his current living situation. He hoped that all the slaving away all night 

 and all weekends could all pay off in the end. 

 As they walked their bikes on the side walks ( to make room for the annoying cyclist who always took up 

 the bike lane) they arrived at Steve’s house where he turned to give them each a key. They both took it 

 and said their goodbyes. John and Rickey continued until they came to Ricky’s house. They said their 

 goodbyes and John headed back to his place. He opened a wooden gate that led to his clean cut 

 backyard. He carefully placed his bike against the fence and walked in through the back door using a key 

 that was hidden under the mat. He walked into his house and past a desk filled with candles that had 

 Jesus in them. The candles were accompanied with grape juice, small glasses, and a leather bible. 



 John walked by this display without a care in the world. He headed up to his room to start studying for 

 the first math unit that the teacher announced for the upcoming week. He started jotting down notes for 

 an hour until his mom came home. She went to set down a bag of groceries from the place she worked. 

 Today was actually a good day for her. She only had to go to one job today. 

 John and his mom ate dinner together and he told her about the wide variety of classes the school 

 offered. He told her more and more and she listened. After he finished, his mom encouraged him to take 

 the classes he thought would help him. She encouraged him to take the Ap classes to help with college 

 classes cost. After they finished talking about school it was his mom’s turn to talk. 

 “Um…what was I going to say?” She asked herself before continuing “Oh yeah, the church is starting a 

 youth group and I think it would be nice for you to go.” 

 “ I can’t. I need my Sundays to make sure I have everything ready for monday. We start our first unit in 

 math. You know how slow I am in math. I need to use it every day, even Sunday, to study.” John calmly 

 said. A loud thunderous roar surprised the two as rain followed it as he finished talking. “ Oh yeah, it was 

 going to rain tonight. 

 As his high school time went on he became focused solely on his studies. Ricky and Steve began to slowly 

 grow closer and saw John less and less. Ricky was the first one to move away. Then Steve. John did say 

 goodbye to both of them. While he did feel alone after Steve left, his studies helped him get over it, or at 

 least hide it. He still had a good relationship with his mom, despite their views on God. John slowly, yet 

 surly began to see God as not what he was told. He could never utter the words that he had lost his faith 

 though. 

 Finally it was the day of the last unit test before the finals. This test would help him secure an A plus and a 

 cushion in case his finals didn’t turn out the way he wanted it. As usual he stayed up all night and he was 

 really eager to find out his score. Well, that was just like any test. 

 He went up to the teacher’s desk and asked shly with his hands held together in front of them. Class had 

 just finished and the students had finally left. He was the only one left behind. They had just taken their 

 monthly math exam. It was multiple choice and the teacher always carried the answer keys in the drawer 

 at his desk. The teacher rubbed his eyes and sighed lightly, trying not to raise his voice. 

 “ It’s you again. Listen, you need to stop coming up to my desk after tests. It's not fair to the other 

 students that I grade your exam first.” The teacher turned to face the young man and continued. 

 “ I appreciate that you care about your work and your performance. I really do. Are you ok? Do you do 

 this with your other teachers when you take tests with them or is it just me?” 



 “No, you’re the only person I do this too. It’s just that math is a sore subject for me. I just want to know 

 what I got as soon as possible.” 

 “Fine, but I swear this is the last time I am going to grade your test in front of you and on the spot.” His 

 teacher let him pull up a chair next to him and began to grade the test. 

 It was the final class of the day and the bell had finally rang. The teacher had instructed her students to 

 drop their essay off just on her desk on their way out. The young man was the last to leave the classroom. 

 Instead of just setting it on her desk, he walked up to her and held his essay out for her to look over. 

 She walked over to her desk and sat down, taking the paper and setting it under the pile of essays on her 

 desk. 

 “ Yeah, but no. You know that my office hours are on wednesday. You are a great student. I think that you 

 don’t need to worry. You are doing great in my class and I’m sure in your other classes. Just be patient.” 

 Years later, John found himself working at a company. It was like any other company. Nothing special. 

 Just a long rat race. Years of hard work and sitting at a desk had made him the definition of a 

 businessman. All he cared about was closing deals, getting commission and going home. He still kept in 

 touch with his mom and they met up for the holidays. His faith was shaky at best. . The world had gone 

 through a pandemic, a war, and the ubiquitous effects of climate change. “God has an interesting way of 

 making the world work.” He thought to himself. “ How could I believe in an all knowing and all loving 

 entity that let these things happen?” 

 On his way to work that day he drove slower than usual. Even though he didn’t see it on the news, it 

 began to pour hard and his chances of hydroplaning went up. Still this didn’t damper his mood. Today the 

 branch manager was going to announce who he would be sending on an international business trip to 

 meet with a client and secure a sale. He knew that if he was chosen he could have the skills to secure said 

 sale and get considered for a manager position at a new office that was opening in the city. He got into 

 the office with a smile on his face and a bright outlook on the potential future. About an hour into the day 

 his boss called him into the office. 

 “ So I was wondering if you can have that run down of the clients for me by the end of the day?” His boss 

 asked, staring at a piece of paper in his hand. 

 “ Yeah of course, is there anything else you wanted ?” He asked, smiling lightly. He tried to hide it but it 

 was no use. 



 His boss walked up from his desk and closed the door before sitting back down. Instead of looking at his 

 paper, he looked up and made eye contact. “ I know you were also interested in going on that business 

 trip. I had full faith in you. Still, Mark was the only person to outsell you in the last three months. This is an 

 important client and could bring in huge revenue. I’m sorry but I am going to let him go on the trip. 

 You're a great employee. It’s just…someone beat you.” 

 His smile dropped and he nodded, only letting out a small “ok, thank you” . He walked out of his bosses 

 office and looked at Mark blankly. It was ok, Mark deserved it. He was a good salesman and he was the 

 only one who was on top. Second place can’t be that bad. Through the day he just felt numb. Slowly a 

 burning fire grew from his toes to his head. He had it. 

 John worked so hard for this and now it is all gone. The all nighters of finishing work on his own time. 

 Coming in on the weekends to make sure he had everything he needed for the following week. Life is 

 funny isn’t it. It changes faster than the flip of a coin. One day you can be on top and the next you can be 

 sulking in bed wondering where it all went wrong. At the end of the day he needed to go for a drive. He 

 had plans to meet up with someone after work. He hoped that he would have gotten the opportunity to 

 tell the person good news. His mind started to race with what he thought he could’ve done better. The 

 rain began pouring harder as he decided to go somewhere quiet. 

 John aggressively pulled up into a parking spot that was surrounded by towering redwoods. As he 

 parked his small car ,the rain only began to pour harder and then was complemented by screaming 

 lightning. He got out of his car leaving his brown leather suitcase on the passenger’s seat. When he 

 stepped out of his car he was greeted by a muddy puddle that stained his leather shoes, that one would 

 find on the feet of a business man on the top level of a skyscraper. The man’s face was that of pure anger. 

 His hair began to fall as the water washed out the gel in his hair yet his eyes still stayed wide, only to blink 

 once in a while. Still this anger was not for his shoes. He walked with a steady pace as he angrily threw off 

 his tie on the ground leaving it behind and unbuttoned his top button. He stood at 6 foot tall but could 

 still be unnoticable among the towering vegetation that still didn't do a good job of keeping him dry. He 

 held a noose in his right hand. 

 No words left his mouth, yet his mind was rioting. The lighting didn’t bother him. In fact, he needed it. As 

 he walked he came across a small patch of ground. It was a patch with about a 20 foot circumference with 

 a small berry bush at the point of the radius. He had walked for about a mile at this point and looked like 

 he had taken a shower with his clothes on. The rain didn’t let up. 

 “ Dammit!! Fuck!!” John yelled up at the dark sky. He yelled more profanities at the earth then back at the 

 sky. He stomped like a four year old that had been denied a candy bar at the checkout line. He took his 

 wallet out and threw it on the ground, not caring if anything got wet. 



 “God Damm-!!”, before he could finish those last two letters a bright and brilliant yellow lightning bolt hit 

 the berry bush and caused it to burn. It stayed lit, despite the rain. John  looked back and snapped out of 

 his anger and was curious and a bit scared of this unnatural phenomenon. As he slowly walked to this 

 sight a spark jumped off the bush and landed to the right side and hit the pine needle below it. Once that 

 spark hit the earth , it was almost in the blink of an eye that a ring of fire had surrounded John and 

 stopped at the other side of the bush. 

 “ Go ahead, finish it. I dare you.” The voice came from the burning bush. It was not a deep voice but yet 

 it had such confidence and authority in the tone. John looked around scared. 

 He smacked himself and frantically took out his phone to try to record the persistent fire in the rain. He 

 set it to record yet all the camera could do was record a regular field in the rain with redwoods in the 

 back. Only he could see it. “ A-am am I dreaming?” John asked himself softly in between his heavy 

 breaths. He spun around trying to see if the ring of fire had left a gap so he could run away and hopefully 

 wake up, still thinking it was a dream. 

 “ Hey, buddy my eyes are here. I want you to apologize actually too.” said the voice from the bush. 

 “ For what!?” John said, now facing the burning bush, with terror clearly visisble in his face. 

 “ For cursing me out.” said the voice. 

 “ G-God?” John asked softly and with a shaking voice. 

 “ Well you sure were not about to curse your mom out were you?” responded the bush. 

 John apologized sheepishly, wanting to get this horrible day over with. The bush chuckled a bit “ All your 

 life you’ve always been the one to ask for forgiveness. You’ve practically asked everyone for it except me. 

 My favorite one was when you tried to ask your ex for it then she slashed your tires with a knife.” The man 

 backed up in amazement. How did such an entity know? He continued to ask a number of questions that 

 only he and only a certain number of people would know. The bush got it down to a “ T”. John was 

 convinced it was God. After the questioning the ring of fire slowly started to open before John 

 interrupted. “ Hey, God?” 

 He still felt weird asking that. 

 “Yeah ?” responded the bush. John had the entity with all the answers alone with him. 

 “ W-why does my life suck?” John asked in a calm yet defeated voice. 



 “ What makes you think that?” the bush responded. 

 “ Well I just got turned down for the job that I wanted. My car needs new brakes, not to mention my 

 jacked up house”. He went to list more things but then continued to get more personal with his 

 problems. He listed his academic and financial failures. He would’ve gone into a rant but was cut off by 

 the bush. 

 “ Hey, hey listen I know what you are going to say. No life is not easy and it never was. My life never was, 

 is, or ever will be easy.” John’s right eyebrow rose in curiosity. “ You think being God is easy. Yeah I can 

 end this world at the snap of my fingers and do things that deny the laws of physics, but that’s child’s play 

 for me. I created this place after all. I don’t know why I put that tree of knowledge in the garden.” He 

 looked down. It was strange hearing this entity that had been praised as all good and all knowing, 

 question his own choices. “ It is my fault that my life is hard.” The voice that was once filled with a sense 

 of purpose, confidence, and authority started to change. It was the voice of a tired man. The man walked 

 up slowly to the burning bush giving his full attention as the bush continued. 

 “ I’m God after all. I'm the big cheese. The man of the house. Yet because of me, you guys suffer. I’ve 

 killed before. I’ve commited genocide. I’ve given up. Listen kid. I know what you are thinking. I know 

 you're going to ask about all that suffering in the world. To tell you the truth, son. I’ve given up on you 

 guys. Like I said I’ve killed more than there are fingers on earth. It broke me. At this point I’m just 

 watching and looking down. Time to time.” 

 The man stood in the rain with his hands in his pockets as water continued to pour over him. He was 

 hearing this all powerful entity just vent his frustrations to him. The bush continued  “I’m sorry that your 

 life is hard. I'm sorry. It’s just that…I had a bad day today. I was on my last nerve when you were about to 

 curse me out.” 

 After a few seconds of silence, with the exception of the rain, the man asked  “Will all my suffering end. 

 Please just tell me how to power through. My life is a mess. Help me. Can’t you just change…you know all 

 this?!” The man turned his back on the bush facing the redwoods and waving his hands before turning 

 back to the bush. 

 The bush responded “ Well I would like to. I wish I could undo the things I’ve done and the genocides 

 I’ve commited.” 

 John asked, lightly raising his shoulders and then dropping them, “So…why can’t you?” 

 “  The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear  God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole 

 duty of man.”  The bush said. It let out a soft sigh before continuing. “ I have to stand by my own rules. 



 There is a very small number of humans on earth who taught me to stand by my decisions, even if they 

 ended up being wrong. Plus, what difference would it make? I created paradise once already. I ended up 

 having to kick you guys out. If there is one thing that I’ve learned looking at you people, it’s that history is 

 always bound to repeat.” 

 John nodded his head  and asked the simple question. “ How do I have a good life?” 

 The bush said in a calm and confident tone. “ Believe in something good. I don’t care what it is. When 

 you believe in something good, you have something that pushes you forward. You have a reason to go 

 on. You will get knocked down, but something good will pull you back up. I know I pretty much went on a 

 rant about how hard my life is because of my decisions, but I believe in something good. What I believe 

 in can be found only on this insignificant rock. It’s the reason I don’t destroy you in this world and why I 

 look on it from time to time.” 

 John was about to ask what it was when the burning bush was put out by the rain just as fast as it started. 

 The ring of fire around him disappeared too. The man still stood alone in the rain trying to slowly process 

 who he had just spoken to. He slowly walked back down the trail with the noose still in hand. The only 

 sounds that could be heard was of the rain. He opened his trunk and tossed the rope in. He made his way 

 to the driver’s seat and sat there with a blank face for five minutes. He looked at his phone and dialed a 

 number. 

 “ Hey, yeah it's me, listen I’ll meet you for dinner at the diner near the school. I know you said you 

 wanted to talk.” 

 Later that night he found himself back alone in his apartment. He slowly walked up to his couch and 

 dropped on it staring at the blank T.V. He leaned in lightly to the coffee table and pulled open a drawer 

 and took out a small black box. He opened it and took out a collection of pictures of him and a woman 

 kissing him on the cheek. She was in multiple pictures. He even had a ticket stub of the movie they first 

 watched together. He sighed softly and put it back. 

 He turned on the T.V and found himself watching the news. He chuckled softly as he watched a segment 

 talking about the current state of health care. This segment was only followed by a segment about the 

 worsening state of climate change and the war in the east. 

 “ Believe in something good” He said a little smuggly “ What good is there?” 

 He looked out his window with a blank stare. He didn’t say a word but his mind had started to race. He 

 changed out of his clothes into his pjs, brushed his teeth, and climbed into bed. He went to bed knowing 

 God. He knew the truth behind the legend. What is there that is good? Certainly God should be good, no 



 great! God himself didn’t even believe the statement. Right now his life couldn’t be anymore confusing or 

 heartbreaking. His job had denied him a promotion he had worked hard for. He had been taught that 

 hard work has always paid off in the end. This time it was just a waste. Such a cruel joke the universe 

 played on him. He didn’t even think God was responsible anymore. He was a powerful being with the 

 mind of a human. That was never a good combination. The next morning he woke up and did the usual 

 routine. 

 He went into his kitchen as the sun began to shine its ray’s through the balcony window and into his 

 kitchen. He opened the door and pulled out a glass of milk, butter and three eggs. He took out a plate, 

 bowl, salt, and pepper. He used two hands to open each egg one by one into the bowl and started to 

 whisk them with a fork. He tossed a bit of butter into a pan that was hot enough to melt it but not burn it. 

 He poured the beaten eggs into the pan and started to stir them rapidly in order to prevent big egg curds 

 from forming. He liked his eggs creamey. 

 He poured his creamy eggs on top of a piece of toasted sourdough and put bits of parsley leaves. He 

 didn’t have to go into work today so he decided to do something else to take his mind off of his current 

 state. He went to his closet and picked up a seven food black fishing rod and a tackle box. Neither of 

 these items was super fancy and got the job done. He was going for bass, not shark, he didn’t need 

 fishing gear that was too expensive. He walked down his stairs to the lobby only moving out of the way 

 for a couple of middle schoolers running up the stairs laughing about whatever kids these days laughed 

 about. 

 He put his rod into the car and was approached by a Jehovah's witness. 

 “ Hello sir, do you have a moment…” the witness said 

 “ No, no sorry I’m not interested”, he interrupted as kindly as he could. 

 “ Sir, I want to bring you the truth…” the witness continued before being interrupted again. 

 “No, I know you care about what you believe, and that is great and admirable…to an extent. I’m an 

 engineer. I use the scientific method for forty hours every week. I believe that science is the bridge 

 between the possible and impossible. Thank you.” He sounded a bit more flustered than the last time he 

 interrupted. 

 John turned around to close the trunk with his fishing rod and turned around to see the witness was gone. 

 He got into his small car and drove off to a trail that led to a small bass pond. Fishing was a hobby he had 

 loved since a child and he didn’t see himself giving it up anytime soon. Ever since high school he became 

 less obsessed with catching fish and more with just being able to fish. As he drove his mind kept racing, 



 just thinking about the entity he had just met. It should be stated all his life he had faith in God. He grew 

 up in the typical household where communion was performed every first Sunday of the month and social 

 religious gatherings were scheduled for every Wednesday. 

 Yet he went from having faith in God, to just knowing he was there. As he looked around and saw the 

 young, the old, and even the sick he couldn’t help but to think to himself  “ I can’t believe all those 

 people are at the mercy of a man.” The scripture had always mentioned that even if you were a good 

 person, if you didn’t have faith or accepted Christ, you would spend eternity in the underworld. That was 

 the biggest issue that started to come up in his mind last night. In fact there were so many issues that 

 came up. 

 First of all, why did you need to accept and repent? Did that apply to everyone? Shouldn’t eternal bliss be 

 harder to achieve? What if you were a jerk who made millions off the back of those lower than you, but 

 you were still able to do it legally by exploiting loopholes. What about everyone who did not fit in the 

 eyes of God, but were not jerks, who were good humans with gifts of knowledge and art. Why is 

 something like sexuality, religious choices and views condemned? 

 His mind continued racing with new ideas and views of the world he now lived in. Such life would not be 

 the same. He finally arrived at the park where he enjoyed fishing. He walked out of his car with his fishing 

 gear and started down the trail. He looked around loving the views. He could still be glad that at least 

 God knew how to make great scenery.  He walked slowly  out to the bank of the pond and wasted no time 

 casting a line out with a small wooden lure that was meant to imitate a small minnow. 

 What did God mean when he said to “believe in something good?” It stumped him because  wasn't God 

 supposed to be all powerful and all good? As he fished his anxious mind was finally given a break once 

 he hooked on his first fish of the day. After a short fight he found himself landing a feisty two pound bass. 

 He took a quick picture of it and sent it on its way with as little injury as possible. 

 He continued to fish, hoping to get another one on his line, but was still glad to have caught one. His 

 anxious mind was now relaxed. That one fish really helped him. The only sounds he could hear were the 

 sounds of the geese honking. It was a beautiful sight watching an eagle dive for a fish and then come up 

 with one. After a few hours and a few fish later he headed back to his apartment. 

 He put away all his gear and decided to make himself a new york strip steak. He pulled out a nice cut for 

 one, a clove of crushed garlic, thyme, salt, pepper, and olive oil. He liberally seasoned the bright red cut. 

 He drizzled the olive oil across the hot cast iron skillet and then put the steak in. Immediately the steak 

 started to sizzle. He threw in the thyme and crushed garlic clove. He almost forgot the butter! He quickly 

 lobed a bit of butter in the pan and let it melt. He  took out a small metal spoon and started to base the 



 meat with the golden brown butter. He touched his wrist then the meat. It was a perfect medium rare 

 when he cut it open. He sat alone at the breakfast bar as he ate. He went to bed and saw on his calendar 

 that he had a therapist appointment the next day. 

 “ I hate going to those, why do I keep going?” He said out loud to himself. He laid down and sighed 

 softly looking out the window. His mind once again was racing as he thought about what was good. He 

 didn’t think that there was anything good left to believe in. His mind had resumed racing. The world was 

 in trouble and humans were both the cause of it and suffering from it. 

 “ So how are you feeling today?” The therapist asked in a calm manner. 

 “ I made some progress, um...I found out I don’t believe in God.” He said casually 

 “ Oh well, I know I said to look into religion, but have you, maybe, wanted to look into more spiritual 

 paths to help? I mean there are other religions,” 

 “ No I don’t mean, like, I believe in God, I fall into the camp that believes he is sitting in a cloud right 

 now. I don’t believe in him. I don’t have faith in him.” 

 He drove off from the therapist office and took a different route home due to street work. 

 As he drove he passed his old middle school. He parked on the curb and walked up to the chained up 

 doors. The school had closed last year. He looked up at the doors. A time in his life that was really the 

 best. He loved his youth. His friends soon came back into his mind.Their smiles, laughs, jokes, and the 

 meaning they brought to his life. 

 “ You guys,” He said to himself “ I miss you guys so much. It is in these parts of my life that I would have 

 needed you the most. I’m sure that you guys are out doing something with your life. Families, careers, 

 and homes. Well, at least I knew you guys. Even if we had to go our separate ways, you were such 

 blessings. I still believe that you showed me no matter the state of the world, there are always good 

 people under the radar. I remember when we dug that time capsule.”  His head raised lightly. He 

 remembered that they had forgotten to dig it up before they moved away. On his way to the park where 

 his friends and he had put it, he stopped by his apartment and picked up a photo his mom found in his 

 old room. He arrived at the park as the sun began to set and began to walk down the secluded trail 

 between the oak trees. Going down this trail made him feel like he was back in those wonderful days of 

 youth. A small smile grew across his bright face. 

 Under the setting sun, under the canopy of oak trees, was a young man. He was on all fours 

 occasionally swatting mosquitoes from his face as he dug with a small trowel at the base of an old oak 



 tree. His cheeks were as red as apples and had tear tracts spread out. Slowly, but surely, he would remove 

 more and more dirt. He didn't care about the dirt stains that covered his jeans or any dirt that got in 

 between  his fingernails. It had been a long time since he last dug here. It was evident through how much 

 more dirt he had to dig through. Since the last time he was here the seasons had done nothing but pile 

 more and more earth for him. As time went on, he found himself under the summer night sky with a 

 headlamp on his forehead. Finally, he found what he was looking for. He reached down a deep hole, still 

 on his knees pulling out a small metal lock box. He brushed off the dirt and stood up. He moved to the 

 other side of the oak tree and sat up against it. The only sounds he could hear was just the sound of the 

 wind rustling up against the oak tree leaves.He put in a small key into the box and opened it. Pictures of 

 him and another person overflowed the small box. He wiped fresh tears off his cheek as the memories of 

 a day that once were, flooded his mind. As he held the memories in his hand a warm and   comforting 

 ecstasy filled him.  He reached into his pockets and pulled out a note softly smiling at it. He put the note 

 in the box and locked it. He got up and put the box back in the whole. He put some dirt back on the box. 

 As time passed, the seasons once again covered it again in more earth. 



 Page 44 - Wednesday. 

 You picked me up nine minutes late today, 

 10:39pm. Your grip was different, too tight, 

 too hot. Pricks of sweat sprouted on your 

 palms lessening the traction and ink 

 sprawled unintelligibly onto the page. At 

 first, your anger was an aimless projection 

 but after some hieroglyphs of Vicky’s face 

 were glued down and drunkenly eclipsed, 

 it was clear, yet again, you had just gotten 

 off the phone with your best friend. 

 These are the worst nights, the 

 thought-dump nights. In the beginning I 

 thought I liked them, I thought I had so 

 much purpose and was capable of 

 distinguishing whatever convoluted emotion arose in you, Kira— I was sorely mistaken. I’m beginning to 

 fight the urge to describe you as an alcoholic; even now as you pour yourself the seventh neat bourbon of 

 the night. Naturally, you're wishing it was sazerac, what with the overlapping memories of your mom 

 rinsing her glass with absinthe before dousing it in bitters and rye. It’s not really her you miss so much as 

 just knowing you had a mother, and although you’re quick to write it off with some glass-half-full 

 “wisdom” about how she served her purpose and was abusive anyways, it’s clear there's some leftover 

 mental entanglements you have about it. 

 This time it took me a while to realize what the actual issue was, but this erosive fury makes sense now: 

 Vicky asked to borrow $1,000 and she has yet to pay you back for the last time she borrowed money. 1 

 This get-rich-quick scheme of hers is getting old. Shame it’s the least of your issues with her. Shame she’s 

 already booked the title of  best friend  . There’s a  harrowing claw at your door, forcing tonight’s entry to 

 come to a close (It’s just your dog but I hate him because he always chews on me), but you leave me with 

 this: 

 Again I have to put up with all of Vicky’s unending fuckery. The last two times we argued like that it took 

 everything in me to not clock her straight in the nose, and then now she’s asking me to attend her show? 

 The bitch is completely fucking off-base. She acts like she’s so aware and empathetic towards my issues 

 and then uses me for everything I have. She takes so much from me, even outside of the money, fuck the 



 money. I mean, Gaia knows I need it but Jesus christ! My agoraphobic ass going to a public coffee shop 

 for a COMEDIAN SHOW? WHERE EVERYONE IS DRUNK? I take it back, the drunkenness helps quite a 

 bit, it’s just… Everything about our relationship is so one-sided. I love her to death and that’s the rotten 

 part of it.. it’s as if she doesn’t even know I’m a whole separate person. And so help me if I don’t just 

 Page 45 - Thursday. 

 A grocery list? That’s a new one. 

 — Night at the coffee shop, tomorrow, 3 blocks away, Eliss Road — 

 - lettuce 

 - milk, but not the lactose-free kind 

 - liquorliqourliqourwhiskeyandginandjuicetomix 

 - uhm? oatmeal? I hate oats  2 

 Page 46 - Friday 

 At first I got worried, something bad must’ve happened for you to be out this late, no? You’re a recluse, it 

 doesn’t make sense, the show started at 8. At 12:07am I’d think you’d be home, I know you to be home 

 earlier, you don’t like going out and you certainly don’t miss a day writing with me unless it’s a rare 

 emergency. So what’s this about? 

 My attempts to launch my body by the window are becoming asinine. It’s one thing to be worried, but I 

 must remind myself of your priorities; I am always in the top 3. It’s 1:03am now. You’ll be here tomorrow, 

 you have to. 

 Page 47 - Saturday 

 Nothing tonight. I’m sick over it. Where could you be? 

 Page 48 - Sunday 

 The last couple nights have been absolutely wondrous!! It’s eaten me quite a bit that I haven’t written but 

 anyways I’m so glad I went to the coffee shop for the show! Vicky was, of course, an ass the entire time, 

 but oh my god- ELIZABETH  . 



 You’ve been gone because of— who? Who would’ve thought you, Kira of all people, would find lust at a 

 fucking speak easy/stand up/coffee shop. I mean the whole thing just sounds ridiculous, do you not see 

 that? Your common sense is just as fleeting as your so-called “loves”, and I bet in a few weeks you’ll come 

 back to this entry and realize how out of your mind you were. Hopefully this time it’ll be enough to give 

 you any semblance of reality. 

 Page 49 - Monday 

 We met up again today, I wanted to stay the night but I cant allow for mishaps these days. Too many 

 people have been disappointing. But it’s just— I wanna skip to the part where we’re together and in love. 

 I wanna hold her hand in public and I want to rub it in Vicky’s stupid fucking face to shows her that I am 

 capable of maintaining social connections outside of twitter DM’s. The other day she texted me saying I 

 was a bad friend becuase I went home with Elizabeth instead of her, and she was upset that I clapped 

 louder for El than Vicky, but in my defense her routine wasn’t even good. I’ve been trying to recall any 

 joke she made but alas, they were all fundamentally forgettable. So anyways I guess she’s not talking to 

 me now? She said she wasn’t but then texted me asking why my location hasn’t been home. It’s a little 

 invasive that she even checks my location and moreover, why is it her business where I’m at? I know I 

 have.. well… a history… I don’t know man, I mean I think going to the psych ward once shouldn’t define a 

 person. It was two years ago and I’ve only neared that state once since, and that’s being generous. 4 

 Lately I’ve been feeling as if I’m being watched— My therapist calls that hypervigilance, but I think theres 

 probably ghosts in my apartment or something. See, Vicky would proably be fake-worried if I told her 

 that, but at least I can write it. It’s why I started to this schedule to begin with. I know I only really have Vic, 

 but she’s beginning to get overbearing, reminds me of my mom and honestly, fuck her, I’m glad she’s 

 dead now. Well, whatever. I’m drunk and I’m seeing El again tomorrow, so I’ll wish myself luck instead of 

 allowing even more distress over the menial bullshit that’s been forced upon me. 

 — One Week Later — 

 Page 56 - Monday 

 I love you, I know it. There’s such a loneliness wreathing beneath my skin, I think I must break open and 

 split myself onto the floor and you’ll have to scrape me up, all my fragments. Your name is sketched into 

 every organ I have, over and over, a longing playwright. I think about my hands in your hair and the 

 creamsicle silk of your laughter and how your lips curl on the left when you smile, crooked and drenched 

 with joy. Oh, how you might collapse under me, gentle, my hands on your wrists. How your laughter is 

 owned by you and you alone. Up on that mediocre stage, I think you belong to heaven. The nape of your 

 neck, the scarred ink on your rib cage, the fleshy space between there and your hip. I could trace my 



 fingers along your skin for days and never be satisfied. You make me feel this, full of sunlight, full of need. 

 Page 57 - Tuesday 

 As I’m skimming through these pages, the curiosity overwhelms me.. just how much have I been able to 

 turn a blind eye to? There were too many inklings of a promise, so many moments where they never 

 materialized. It’s always been just short of being a better day tomorrow if only I ride out the anguish of the 

 last night. It’s always been an inclination of who-you-could-be and seldom what you chose to genuinely 

 portray. 

 Much of the time, an idea is too big to lose, and with that I’ve always argued for you, rooted for the 

 bettering of yourself. When you adore someone with so few blistering moments of excellence, you 

 disguise the occasions as everlasting and trudge through daily squalls just to find a moment of solace in 

 the next fleeting goodness. Those occasions become something of a rite of passage, a place of worship, 

 an altar at which you find evidence that this person can be good, can be better. Trepidation is sewn into 

 your movement— somewhere along the way you taught yourself this. 

 Page 58 - Wednesday 

 You’ve picked your skin, scathed it fresh and clean. Your hands are a burial ground for me. Nothing was 

 written. I’ll cut my losses until tomorrow— please, please come back Kira. I miss you. 

 Page 59 - Thursday 

 10:30pm, punctual. What is it about this woman that makes you so eager? She’s just a middling 

 comedian! You make better jokes about your trauma than she does about… well, anything. These 

 maladaptive fantasies about you moving across the state with her, having her kids, it means nothing when 

 you hardly know her at all. 

 Oh, Elizabeth is just ethereal. I keep having dreams about us in a big house and going out back with our 

 mimosas and tanning in the sun by a larger-than-life swimming pool. Ahhhh I cannot contain myself, I 

 think I’m going to ask her to be my girlfriend tomorrow… 

 Page 60 - Friday 

 I wish I could write my own entries in this stupid hunk of tree. I’d tell you that you’re being dumb and to 

 go check page 17 to remind yourself this isn’t a new and improved you, or some fantastical happenstance 

 that came from the gods. It’s YOU. YOU ARE THE PERPETRATOR OF YOUR OWN DEMISE KIRA. YOU 

 KNOW BETTER. 



 I fucking forgot my therapy appointment yesterday. I was at El’s house.. It didn’t go over well and I’m 

 pissed about it. How can one possibly turn an attempt to court into a bad thing? She’s such a fucking 

 bitch. I shouldn’t have but I drove home.. there was definitely still some opiates in my system but, oh I 

 don’t know. I didn’t have a choice, I had to get out of there. After I threw the whiskey bottle she started 

 screaming at me and to be honest it was wildly triggering. Maybe I shouldn’t have thrown it but maybe 

 she shouldn’t have called me clingy. OH! Important side note: she did say yes to being my girlfriend but 7 

 that’s about all that went well. It ended up being her accusing me of being clingy because I even asked, 

 but like ? Then why say yes? 

 Page 61 - Saturday 

 While you ponder over what cheese and jams to get for you I’ll-make-it-up-to-you charcuterie board, I 

 stay stuck on your desk thinking of ways you can help yourself. I heard you talking to Vicky again. The 

 most vile conversation I’ve ever heard and that was only your side. What’s really making you mad? Why 

 can’t you see not everyone is out to get you? 

 You mentioned that Vicky was upset because you’ve been MIA for the last couple days and she got 

 worried. She told you this was a cyclical behavior— you’re willfully ignorant Kira. She said Elizabeth was 

 no good for you, more specifically, you’re not good for her. You suck the fucking life out of everyone 

 around you and turn the other cheek when it’s made apparent, even spelled out for you. I actually can't 

 believe I even care anymore. Me, an inanimate object, giving a shit about a good for nothing human who 

 quite literally USES me, and frankly, uses everyone around her too. 

 Vicky says you behave oddly, that you don’t care about the things you should care about, rather the 

 things that are of no use. Zilch. It's nonsense. I know I don’t like her either, but she has a point. If she 

 could read this diary she’d know even more— there’s so much you won’t say, so much you ignore. 

 Vicky and I had another fight tonight… I literally hate her. She said I was controlling and that I use her, but 

 who’s the one that asked me for money? Who’s the one that makes me be there every second 8 of every 

 fucking day to console and pacify her? To buy her groceries when she spent all her money being manic? I 

 simply can’t do this anymore. Our friendship is lacking, there's no reciprocity and I’m over it. It’s fucking 

 tiring. Since when is not talking to someone a crime? She said it was the principle of it all, that I needed 

 to be more transparent and self-actualized, and that MAYBE if I tried harder, I would be able to see these 

 situations for what they are. Honestly, I don’t even know what that means, I know exactly what they are. 

 These situations are facilitated by her in FULL. She’s always trying to argue and dictate what I do and who 

 I talk to and where I go and tries to pass it off as worry. HER behavior is cyclical, not mine. I’m fine. I'm 

 fine. I’ve gone to therapy and I meditate and do face masks and all the shit everyone tells you to do. But 

 no, it’s not enough, it’s never enough. 



 Page 67 - Friday 

 Fight after fight after fight after fightafterfightAFTERFIGHTAFTER FIGHT AFTERFIGHT AFTER FUCKING 

 FIGHT. 

 I 

 AM 

 SO 

 SICK. I’m wasting away. This feels how I imagine suicidal ideation does for humans. Chronic lethargy, 

 hopelessness, feeling like you’re drowning, it’s all there. 

 Look at yourself Kira, you’re wasting away too. A fully grown adult engaging in the most childish of 

 behaviors.. I guess I’d never really understand. I think that’s what you’d tell me too if we could actually 

 speak to one another. I think you’d tell me to ‘fuck of’ like you have to everyone else in your life. 

 The talk with your dad the other day sent us spiraling— in vastly different ways sure, but it was intense. I 

 don’t remember a lot but there was a story there, of your mom. She was dressing you and you screamed 

 at her. It wasn’t the right shirt or something, I forgot the semantics, but you yelled for fifteen minutes 

 about it, said you hated her and ‘to go to hell’. When your dad got home your mother was crying in bed, 

 she felt desperate— how do you respond when your child doesn’t like you, or in fact, despises you? What 

 kind of emotional whiplash does that instill in a person? 

 Your dad spoke with you about you, he tried explaining your mothers side, that she was just trying to help 

 and she was unaware it would cause so much strife. You responded by trying to suffocate yourself with a 

 pillow. When asked by first responders later, you told them you couldn’t articulate what you felt, that it 

 was hopeless to do so and no one would listen anyways. They said it might be better for you if you 

 started writing all your thoughts down every night, it might help. 

 So that’s what you did all through the seventy-two hour hold they kept you. They gave you a pen, it had a 

 refillable ink cartridge and clicked in just the way you like. Didn’t smudge. It was just what you needed— 

 that pen was me. Since then you haven’t stopped journaling. And at first you thought it would be your 

 proudest accomplishment; that you would be able to get through anything and everything if only you 10 

 wrote it down… it became your proudest weapon. Something you could use to hide, obsess over, cry 

 with, experience all your usually repressed emotions and never let a peep out about it all. The articulation 

 didn’t come with the pen like you thought it would, it just gave you the ability to write everything down 

 and sink deeper and deeper into it all, unable to reflect on anything. 



 You were 10 at the time with your mother. You’re 22 now and the same things are happening, the fights 

 and the backlash and the feelings and the suppression and the not-knowing how to say it, or even truly, 

 how to feel it. 

 I’m in your hand, reliving the conversation over and over, and it makes sense. I hadn’t thought to 

 anticipate what could come from those times. I was always glass-half-full about it.. I guess I shouldn’t have 

 made the comment about you earlier then. I think we hate things that we see in ourselves, and I think 

 you’re so vastly unaware that you’re not even sure what it is you hate. 

 You should go back to therapy. You should tell them that you got angry that night because your mother 

 threw a knife in your direction merely two hours prior. That you were too young to know it wasn’t that 

 scary because it was a butter knife. That if it was sharp you wouldn’t have known the difference. That you 

 shouldn’t have ever had to learn the difference. You were angry because you went through something 

 intense and you didn’t understand that it wasn’t your fault, that all the times beforehand, it was never your 

 fault. 

 That isn’t to say it’s not your fault now, Kira. 

 Page 70 - Monday 

 Elizabeth and I broke up. Well, she dumped me because I said something she assumed was inherently 

 hateful and said it wasn't the first time and that I should focus on myself more and I shouldn’t even be in a 

 relationship right now because I’m in an unhealthy and self-destructive headspace and in order to be 

 good for anyone I must be good for myself first— her words, not mine. I don't understand. I don’t think I’ll 

 ever understand. It feels hopeless. Vicky hates me, El hates me, I hate me. I bet my fucking pen even 

 hates me. 

 I spoke with my dad the other day and he tried making me relive an argument I had with my mom 12 

 years ago. Stupid, stupid stupid. How could he think that would be beneficial to me? 

 When she died I refused to write a eulogy for her funeral. Better yet, I didn’t even show up, which brought 

 a lot of questions and accusations… honestly I boiled it down to an interference in my day, annoying and 

 trivial. 

 Page I don’t know- it’s too late to tell 

 i’m sick i’m sick im so sick 

 it got so bad…. im in the hospital again. 



 i don’t know what happened 

 page …??? 

 it’s my fault it’s all my fault. i’m losing track of time of life of love of everything. a girl who’s in here for an 

 eating disorder gave me her pen, said she didn’t need it so i threw my old one out, ive had it for so long. 

 it felt like when people shave off all their hair and say it was like removing trauma. maybe my pen held all 

 my losses within its very skin. 

 — 

 good grief. what am i to do? 

 — 

 my therapist says i have a personality disorder, before i thought it was only bipolar but i guess i’m more 

 fucked than i thought. im losing my mind. i hate the medications they have me on i feel like a failure. a 

 complete hypocrite. what a loser i am. 

 — 

 I finally left the hospital. It’s been ten days I think and I have six missed calls from Vicky. Her message says 

 she wants to talk to me and doesn’t know where I am. Of course she doesn’t. I called myself in here 

 because I felt I was on the brink of turning myself inside out. 

 I must apologize. 

 The girl that gave me her pen said I was the problem, that it was like how her eating disorder makes her 

 throw up and in turn she wonders why she feels like shit, something like that. 

 Basically I do things and there’s consequences but I’m just unaware of it all unless it bites me in the ass. 

 The medications are starting to work I think. I feel like a less abhorrent company. My head feels calm like 

 clouds that appear to be painted or the smell after it rains. I’ll be okay… 



 It’s a remote seaside village on the western 

 coastline of Mexico in the state of Michoaca, 

 with the ocean on one side and the ever 

 increasing commercial avocado farms on the 

 other. There is a lull in the constant struggles 

 and violence for the past 6 months, after 

 months of pitched battles between vigilante 

 fighters and the drug cartels on the outskirts of 

 the village. The village buzzing with normalcy, 

 as if all the violence and the gunfights 

 happened in their dream. The occasional 

 gunshots, and the funeral processions have 

 paused, there is a fragile peace that has descended upon the village. 

 The northern most part of the village is very sparsely populated, staggered with a farm here and a house 

 there. Very few visitors know of the turquoise blue waters off the shore. The pine forests overlooking the 

 hills, the small river that runs ferociously in the spring and dies down to a slow meander late in the 

 summer. Even fewer people, even those who live in the village, have ventured past the river, into the small 

 avocado farm that you reach by riding  a dirt road through lush green vegetation, and to the small house 

 hidden behind the trees, with a bright red door, the color of blood that stays shut to the world. 

 There are no neighbors, no one visiting with a plate of cookies, no cheerful voices, no sounds of children 

 playing, no one knows to come here. The postman Salvador Sale, who rides around in his small van 

 delivering mail, wouldn’t know how to get to that red door. The mail that comes once a year is left at the 

 post office, down by the main street. A man with his hat drawn down over his face, comes into the post 

 office once a month, his voice like a rumble of a Harley Davidson, speaking in a low voice, asking for his 

 mail. No one notices him, not even the postman. If they had noticed him, they would have seen the long 

 scar that ran down his left cheek, starting from the eyebrow and paving. Rough road all the way to his 



 cheek. They would have noticed the slight limp in his walk, the bright blue eyes, ice cold and dead. If they 

 had watched him walk back to his beaten up truck, they may have even noticed the Mondragon Rifle 

 resting on the backseat.Then they would have known that what the man projects is not quiet, it is menace 

 and danger. 

 No one hears a girl sobbing by the beach every night,  no one hears that Harley Davidson rage with a red 

 hot rage. No one knows she wakes up everyday with hope. Her blackened eyes, tattered clothes, the dark 

 dingy house, her room on the first floor with its dull green paint and the small bed in the corner, all fade 

 away in her mind. She crawls under her bed, hunts around with her hand, and finds the green bottle she 

 had hidden away, the green bottles she collects from “ the man” after he passes out at night. She grabs 

 the small folded paper under her pillow, stuffs it into the bottle and pushes the cork in to seal it. She will 

 climb down the cliff when the man sleeps, she calls him the man, she can’t even bring herself to say his 

 name, his name dying down before it reaches her dry cracked lips. The man called her by her Mami’s 

 name, Sofia. She stopped correcting him once she realized her interjections were making the fists fly 

 toward her with a furious anger. She learnt to be quiet, especially when the night falls, when the man 

 starts to drink, green bottles rolling on the floor, the man’s eyes becoming more and more bloodshot, and 

 the slightest sound making him scream her mama’s name and start punching the walls, and her face if she 

 happened to be be nearby. So she learnt to be quiet as a mouse, roll into a ball in a corner of her room 

 and rock herself, like how mer mami would rock her sometimes, humming “pajarito sue canvas, cancan de 

 Cuna” in a slow voice. 

 One day, this will all end. One day someone will cross the river, ride the dirt road through the green 

 woods, find the small house hidden behind the trees, walk up the front pathway and knock on the red 

 door. One day she will hear the silence broken by the knock on the door, and that will be the day the man 

 will come to know of her messages, one everyday, stuffed in a green bottle, floating away like specks of 

 hope, the man will realize he didn’t win after all. 

 She had been in that house for more than 3 years now, she had even forgotten her name, Milagrosa 

 Reyes, or Rosa as her abuela called her, or Mila as her cousins called her as they went looking for her in 



 the horse stables, where she hid like a mouse behind the draw bales.  She came from a big family, with 

 her 4 hermanas and 2 hermanos, her abuelo and abuela, and her wrinkled, toothless, always smiling, 

 cracking jokes, Bisabuleo, her great grandmother.  Hers was a quiet little beach town, whose name 

 sounds like a lyric, Sayulita, the hidden paradise, with the Sierra Madre Occidental Mountains. She came 

 from a family of fishermen, the ocean, and the salty sea air. Her abuela was the queen of this little 

 kingdom, her wrinkled grim face softening only when she saw the children, her voice chiding, her eyes 

 soft. It was supposed to have been her special day, her 10th birthday, and she was finally going to get 

 that pony she had wanted, white, with a patch of brown  around her left eye.  She could hear her cousin 

 Jorge’s whiny voice raised in complaint, arguing with abuela why he couldn’t get that bright red bike he 

 had wanted, why should Mila get everything?? It made her giggle as she dove under the covers. That was 

 the last time she will giggle in a long time. As children do, she slept through the whole commotion that 

 night, the sound of a Harley driving in, loud knocks, scared yelps from her mother and abuela, her abuelo, 

 the only man left as others had gone to the city, to deliver the avocados and the corn to the markets and 

 the merchants. His voice raised and firm. She didn’t hear a gunshot, hitting the rafters, loud steps leading 

 to her room, being scooped up, driven away. She slept through it all, as her mama would say, “this one 

 can sleep through thunder” 

 “The man” as Milagosa called him, was her father. Rosa’s mami had been just 18 years old when she met 

 him, tall, strapping, quiet, man, the menace in him hidden behind his quiet exterior. Abuela did not like 

 the quiet stranger who seemed to have captured her daughter's heart, muttering “ peligroso” under her 

 breath, every time she spotted him sauntering up her front lawn.  Sofia was a vibrant star of the village, 

 with your men vying for her wherever she went. This man, his starter with his hair of danger and 

 toughness, caught her attention.  When he asked her on a date, 15 minutes into the first meeting , she 

 didn’t have any thoughts , any hesitation. She said yes, and then her life changed. Abuela saw her 

 daughter shut down before her eyes, her joyful spirit crushed, full of fear, and timidity, looking at the man 

 for approval to even breathe it seemed to her. It was the night of the annual Dia de Los Muertos that 

 changed everything. That is when Sofia saw the real face of the man. That was the night he exploded, 

 pulling Rosa’s mami away from her childhood friend Javier, with whom she had shared a dance, laughing 



 and swirling, moments before it all ended. It ended with an explosion, sounds of shots, screams and 

 sirens, and Javier laying on the floor, his head crimson, the color of the hibiscus flowers blooming in 

 abuela’s garden. 

 Milagrosa had a beautiful singing voice, her clear tones bouncing off of the walls of her home, filling the 

 air with beauty. She liked to look out her little window and watch the sea , she strung seashells into little 

 bracelets, she always made one for everyone on their birthdays, little strings of white and grey shells 

 twisted around slender strings.  Hers was a slow hum when she is just trying to distract herself, that turns 

 into a loud, desperate hum when she is afraid . It drove the man nuts, and the fists came crashing into her 

 face when she did. She had learnt to rock, to soothe herself, arms around her slender knees, face buried 

 in her arms, a slow rock, as her mami would. If only she was brave, if only fear didn’t freeze her blood at 

 every little sound in that house, the one with a red door, dark walls and an angry silent, vengeful man. 

 She stood by the shore, waves nipping at her feet, hair windswept and furled, haunted eyes watching, a 

 prayer in her heart. The bottle she had thrown into the waters swirled in the waters, alight with a drop of 

 sun, doing its dance, spinning, a green spark in blue, like a child’s finger on a canvas of blue. She stood 

 there a torn back, one  eye black, hands in fists, strongest against the world. Then there was the bottle, 

 flying faster and faster away, a spot , a dot, then a speck. Paper folded in half, then tied with a yellow 

 string, crashing inside the bottle, riding the waves, away from the  girl. Hope, swimming, swirling away, 

 but then , that’s the way hope goes: away, gleaming in the distance, out of reach, but there, there. “ If 

 you read this,  My name is Milagrosa Reyes, I am trapped here, come soon, to the green house behind 

 the avocado trees, come and knock on the red door. The man has me and he scares me. Please help me” 

 the note tossing around the bottle, a boat in a bottle , a boat of hope, of freedom, of life. The green light 

 dancing in the waters, doing its dance of hope, towards another shore. It will find its hands, then hope will 

 come, come visiting, upon the green shores, behind the avocado trees, a knock on the red door, and it 

 will have her, and she will be free. 



 Ricardo muttered under his breath, grunting as he pulled the fishing net in, gathering and pulling, his 

 arms straining with the weight of the catch. He yelled at Luis to come help him, and the boat started to 

 pull towards the docks. Luis started to sort the fish, this one in the pile to be sold, this one too small, 

 tossed it back, and his hands touched something smooth. He looked at it, rolling his eyes, and in one 

 clean movement, tossed it on the dock.  Salvador Sale, walking with his usual jaunt, along the dock, with a 

 handful of mail to deliver to the boathouses, came to an abrupt halt, as a green shiny bottle landed with a 

 crash at his feet and splintered into pieces. Some curse words escaped his mouth before he could catch 

 himself, he hurriedly crossed himself, muttering” O mi Jesus, perdonanos nuestros pecados” and looked 

 down at the broken bottle , and spotted the little note tied in a pretty string of shells. He picked it up with 

 a puzzled face, slowly unwrapping the note. “My name is Milagrosa Reyes”, and his heart chilled to a 

 stop. Back at the post office, another piece of paper was fluttering in the wind. 

 Missing, 

 Milagrosa  Reyes, 

 Age 10 years, black hair, black eyes…. 

 Milagrosa woke up startled, the loud thumping sounds  banging on the red door of the house hidden 

 behind the avocado trees, behind the river rushing furiously through the deep dark green woods. 



 The regulator clock belts out the five o’clock 

 wake up time reminding him that this school 

 break would be no vacation. Jose pulls his 

 clothes on and slides out of his bunk bed, 

 heading down the hallway while the aroma of 

 sizzling beans and eggs pulls him toward the 

 kitchen. Stepping inside the linoleum floor of 

 the kitchen, he is greeted by Folgers’s coffee 

 scent while he pulls up a chair and sits 

 watching his father bite into a tortilla and sip 

 his coffee. The soft sounds from the radio play 

 in the corner of the kitchen, playing string 

 guitars from a Spanish ballad in the background of his mom’s cooking sounds. Jose continues to watch his 

 father eat and then he too folds his tortilla in half, filling it with beans and eggs before his father 

 announces, 

 “Eat quick, your ride will be here in quince,” reminding Jose of the 5:30 pickup time. 

 “Rafael…. let the boy eat,” Jose’s mother calmly states. 

 Jose sighs, taking one large bite before swallowing a gulp of orange Juice while pulling his Dodgers cap 

 over his unkempt hair. 

 Jose walks out of his house while a gray rusted van pulls up. The van door creaks open for the youth and 

 he is saluted by friendly strangers welcoming him with “buenos dias”. He climbs in and settles down in 

 the worn cloth bench seat while the weather man on the radio announces clear blue skies over the Salinas 

 Valley with highs in the 90’s inland, forecasting the sweltering day ahead of Jose. 

 He listens to grown men in the van joke and talk about the day ahead. 



 “Twelve hours yesterday… and two and half hours of OT,” says the driver. 

 “Yes, two and a half. Enough for a sick pack…. or to save for a newer van,” teases Paco, in the passenger 

 seat. 

 They had finished the tomato field in twelve and a half hours the day before and would now move on to 

 another field.  Jose hears them continue to tease each other as they head out onto the highway, the 

 gentle rocking of the van helping him doze while he holds his thermos in his lap. 

 As Jose dozes off, he thinks back to last summer. Days spent playing with Legos, and race cars, and action 

 figures and paper and crayons, and bike rides with his younger brother and friends, and renting videos 

 and watching reruns of Saved by the Bell, Gilligan’s Island and I Dream of Jeannie. He loved those old 

 reruns from the 70’s, even the Beverly Hillbillies and Three’s company, although he sometimes didn’t 

 understand the jokes. He’d learned long ago to just go with the laugh track. 

 Jose recalls the song of the ice cream truck as it wound its way through the neighborhood, stopping at 

 various spots along the street, kids rushing out onto the pavement to buy their Fudge Bombs, ice cream 

 sandwiches, Choco Tacos and Strawberry shortcakes. Meanwhile Jose dug through the couch cushions to 

 find a dollar’s worth of change. 

 The clock would sound while playing tag with his brother and cousins before his father came in and the 

 kids would quiet down to let father have peace after a long day. Father’s clothes covered in dust and wet 

 smelling lettuce and mud. The kids are settling down and getting to work on their homework while both 

 parents watch the evening news until the baseball game starts. Always the Dodgers. The blue uniforms 

 and LA insignia on the caps brought smiles to the household, regardless of how long the day had been. 

 The van screeches to a halt on a dirt road and the door opens with the cold morning air motioning the 

 field workers out of the van. They climb out and wander around to the back of the van to grab their long 

 hoes. Jose holds the long wooden handle firmly as he walks onto the field. He rotates his neck left and 



 right, listening to it cracking and inhales the brisk morning air while the foreman leads the way between 

 the miles of rows as they begin. 

 # 

 The white bus’s door creaks open to a group of men climbing out holding their lunch bags. Twenty men 

 trod out in their Dickie’s pants, long sleeve collared shirts and baseball hats. The foreman had stated the 

 night before that Tuesday would be a warmer day and long sleeves and bandanas are necessary to 

 protect from the unforgiving sun. 

 Sometimes Rafael wonders if the incessant teasing and prodding by the foreman is necessary as he listens 

 to Todd grin and welcome the work crew with a “buenos dias senoritas” greeting. Rafael murmurs under 

 his breath and hears some of the men softly curse the foreman calling him guey[i] and pendejo[ii]. 

 Rafael pulls his hat down and places his bag on the back of the pickup truck which is hitched to the 

 portable toilet and water truck. He hears one of the men complain to the foreman that the driver had 

 moved the water truck the day before and the crew didn’t eat until an hour past their lunch time. Rafael 

 notices the foreman’s smile again, ignoring the complaint while handing out the shorthanded hoes. 

 Rafael waits in line for his short hoe and walks out at the edge of the field, bending at the waist to begin 

 his twelve-hour shift cleaning the tomato field of weeds. The gray soil telegraphs that the day will be 

 tough on the men, as the night’s heat has burned off the moisture from the soil leaving tough dirt to dig. 

 The foreman calls out that it’s six am and time to start. 

 “Keep moving,” shouts the foreman. 

 “We need to finish this field by eleven so we can move to the next field after lunch” 

 Todd is supposed to help the crew by hoeing the slower worker’s rows in order to have everyone finish at 

 the same time for lunch and end of day. However, Rafael will tell his cousins that Todd’s help comes in the 

 way of motivating the workers. 



 “Your abuela moves faster.” 

 “I thought wetbacks were good at this.” 

 “Pretend the migra[iii] is chasing you.” 

 Five hours later, Rafael straightens and listens to his twenty-two-year-old back crack as he wipes away at 

 the dust that’s blown against his face. It’s lunch time and as the crew walks off the field they see the truck 

 a quarter of a mile away, the driver misjudging the exit point for the workers. While Rafael and the crew 

 walk toward the truck, Rafael does the math in his head and calculates that he’s earned $8.25 at the 

 midpoint of his day. 

 He settles on a patch of ground next to his cousin Javier, after washing his hands and opens his thermos 

 revealing two wrapped tacos. He closes his eyes and imagines getting to Sunday, playing volleyball back 

 at the labor camp and listening to the Los Angeles Dodgers on the radio. Dinner in the hall or maybe 

 catching the bus down to Huntington beach to take a swim in the afternoon. His eyes closed; he curses 

 himself for letting another week go by without writing to his mother back home. 

 He opens his eyes as he hears shuffling as the men brush themselves off getting up to get back to work 

 in the dry Southern California Climate. Out of the shade he feels warmer now, sweat already sliding down 

 his shoulder blades. 

 He’ll work for a few more years in these conditions.  He’ll work three years before Cesar Chavez’s voice 

 will be heard by California legislation and ban shorthanded hoes from California’s agriculture fields. Two 

 years before California’s minimum wage would increase to $2.00/hour but many years before foremen like 

 Todd entertained the concept of overtime pay. 

 # 

 In the 1940’s the United States of America invited Mexican farmworkers to cross lands and rivers. 

 Able bodied folk came to hoe, prune, cultivate and harvest land to feed the nation. Brown hands worked 



 brown dirt across thousands of acres while the nation’s men fought a tyrant in Europe. Then the US 

 celebrated the end of the 2  nd  world war, while a different  type of hero worked at providing nourishment 

 for this country. 

 One of these men included Rafael’s father, Salvador, who came to California in 1951. Salvador worked 

 California’s valley and coast picking tomatoes, peppers in bundles, hoeing and cleaning fields from Santa 

 Ana up to the Garlic Fields of Gilroy. He too used short handed hoes, working long hours with even less 

 pay. He worked these fields at great risk. If he was injured, he’d be deported back to Mexico. This risk 

 was greater when he worked in canneries in the central valley. Salvador would work a ten-hour day and 

 then work an 8 hour shift in the cannery. Many workers who followed this work schedule would end up 

 injured and shipped back to their homeland, often maimed. 

 Salvador’s life as a bracero was a time loop of arduous repetition. He worked all day and sometimes at 

 night. He was placed in a labor camp, and these were outside of the city, to keep the immigrant labor 

 force away from the population. Some of the labor camps he lived in were former Japanese internment 

 camps which had been converted to labor camps after the war. Camps outside of Huntington Beach, or 

 up north in Goleta, and Fresno, the San Joaquin Valley. 

 Like many Braceros, Salvador left his young wife and family in Central Mexico to work the west coast 

 fields in hopes to make a living. The living came in the form of up to fifty cents in pay per hour. 

 The United States of America promised workers a full pension and a path to citizenship after their tenure 

 as a bracero worker was complete. He returned to Mexico in the winters celebrating Christmas and the 

 New year at home before returning to California, with his savings. The US made many promises. Salvador 

 is still waiting for his Bracero pension sixty years later. His path to citizenship followed a different path and 

 although his sweat and toil helped feed this country future politicians would continue to deem his kin as 

 lazy, drug dealers and rapists. 

 # 



 Jose wraps up his day by extending the long hoe out to knock the last weed growing next to the tomato 

 plant. After ten hours, he’s earned eighty dollars which he plans to save for the down payment on his car. 

 His dad has promised that if he saves half of the down payment, his dad will match the other half. 

 He pulls his hat off dusting his Dodger cap against his pants and sliding it down over his forehead. The 

 older men call him the “estudiante” and he doesn’t know if it’s because of his age or because he’s in 

 school. He works weekends and summers, undocumented, as he’s too young for a work permit, which is a 

 perk when your father is friends with the foreman. 

 He drags his worn sneakers to the 1985 Toyota Camry his father drove to the field and slides into the 

 passenger seat next to his father Rafael. The car pulls onto the dirt road he turns the station to the 

 Spanish sports station and two generations listen to the Dodger’s latest ineptitude in their quest for a 

 playoff spot. 

 Jose’s father drives the Camry down the dirt road while Jose closes his eyes and imagines his last day of 

 the 8  th  grade. His English teacher had awarded Jose an English proficiency certificate, which was proudly 

 displayed in the room he shared with his brothers. 

 The certificate beckons memories of the first day of school when he was the only kid who spoke little 

 English. This lack of language would cause him to repeat kindergarten making him the oldest kid in his 

 grade. 

 Further humiliation would come after being teased by kids in elementary school for mispronouncing 

 simple words like shoulder and shoe. Or times when he didn’t understand comic book story arcs because 

 his parents didn’t buy him comics. Or kids who talk about trips to Hawaii or Lake Tahoe or any lake 

 because the only vacations that Jose’s family has been on is to visit family in rural Mexico and maybe stop 

 at a flea market along the way. And the taboo topics which cause kids to laugh at him like spending the 

 weekends at flea markets instead of going to malls or Quinceaneras instead of parties at Chuck E Cheese 

 or Theme Parks. 



 # 

 As he feels the car hit the freeway, Jose jolts awake and listens to the ranchera music on the radio. His 

 arms and shoulders ache but he knows it's temporary. His dad says he needs to work during the summer. 

 Work with ganas[iv], as his father constantly reminds him. Always with drive and determination to ensure 

 that these long summer days don’t turn into a long dry life of working under the unforgiving California 

 sun, pulling weeds and picking fruit, and planting vegetables. 

 “With ganas hijo,” Rafael declares to his son. 

 “Always with ganas.” 



 Day One 

 They aren’t supposed to wake up. Not 

 until they’re gone. Not until they’re no 

 longer his responsibility. 

 The rickety staircase squeaks as Dr. 

 Charles Stockland hurries down into the 

 deep, frigid darkness of the basement, his 

 hastily donned coat flapping unbuttoned 

 over his striped pajamas, his headlamp 

 sending shadows leaping across the bare 

 stone walls.  He makes straight for the central structure: an immense square tank, over which a movable 

 platform hangs suspended by thick chains.  As Stockland draws near, he barely reacts to the sudden wet 

 burst from the overhead sprinkler system that patters off his helmet and drenches his shoulders. With 

 saltwater dripping from his long moustache, he climbs the staircase running up one side of the tank and 

 leans over the platform, his headlamp illuminating the naked, motionless body of the woman he knows 

 only as Host 68. 

 Her head lolls to one side. Her eyes are closed. Her chest rises and falls with slow, shallow breaths. When 

 Stockland pries one eye open, her pupil constricts, but she does not stir. Alive but unconscious, as she 

 should be. Stockland turns his attention to his real concern: the creature that Stockland himself, only a few 

 hours ago, grafted onto the host’s ribcage after amputating her left breast. 

 From the outside, all that’s visible of the creature is a rough black shell the size of two fists pressed 

 together, ridged and curved like a bundt cake, with a beakish mouth at the centre.  Ichorites  , those who 

 work at the Facility call them. This one has apparently not been effective in keeping its host sedated while 

 it finishes attaching itself to her. 



 The host’s screams had alerted the staff within a few moments; if she had time to do serious damage to 

 the ichorite, it isn’t obvious. Her skin where it meets the creature's shell is reddened and puffy, marred by 

 violent scratch marks, but the seal between skin and shell looks firm. Still, protocol demands a thorough 

 examination after any unforeseen incident. 

 A large winch to one side controls the platform’s mechanism. After fixing Host 68 with a breathing mask, 

 Stockland lowers the platform into the tank until the black, briny water has flooded over both host and 

 subject. Taking a tin of algae flakes from his pocket, Stockland shakes some into the tank. Within 

 moments the ichorite’s beak opens, exposing fleshy, pulsing innards from which a knot of threadlike cirri 

 unfurls to comb the flakes from the water. 

 Stockland frowns as he watches the creature feed. Is it a little more sluggish than it ought to be? Hard to 

 tell. When it has finished its meal, he winches the platform back out of the tank, removes the host’s 

 breathing mask, and allows himself a quiet sigh of relief. Hours have passed since the incident that 

 brought him back to the Facility in the middle of the night, and the host hasn’t woken up again. Must 

 have been a  fluke. A particularly vivid dream, perhaps. Stockland can go home, crawl back into bed next 

 to his wife, finally get some rest, he thinks. But then he glances over at the host. 

 Her bloodshot eyes are staring straight at him. 

 Horror freezes him in place. His breath sticks in his throat. For long seconds he stares at her, mute, 

 immobile, his mind a terrified blank. Nothing in the Facility protocols or in Stockland’s years of work here 

 has prepared him to face a conscious host. 

 Her mouth is moving. The sight recalls him to himself. An urge to draw near overcomes him; he bends 

 closer to her face, hears her take in a long, rattling breath. 

 “I changed my mind,” she rasps. “I choose death.” 



 She shouldn’t be able to talk. Shouldn’t be able to raise her arm, as Stockland now sees her doing from 

 the corner of his eye. In rapt,  he watches her big hands grasp at her chest, clawed fingers fumbling at the 

 ichorite. 

 Where his training has failed him, his instincts kick in. Wrestling the host’s arm back down, he bellows into 

 the darkness for help. 

 Day Two 

 Seven o’clock finds Dr. Stockland in his office, collapsed at his desk and staring glassily through the 

 window. His unfixed gaze drifts over the high Facility walls to the vague and distant smear of ocean on 

 the horizon. From here he can just make out the town, and the silhouette of the hospital where he usually 

 works. After last night’s events, he’s seriously reconsidering going back to having only one job. 

 On the desk, the ink is still drying on Stockland’s morning report to the Board of Directors, relating how 

 together with Antoine, his junior surgeon, Stockland had improvised restraints out of surgical bandage. 

 How they'd tried several times, unsuccessfully, to telephone the main building for help, advice,  anything  . 

 How in the end, they’d spent the rest of the night monitoring Host 68 as she passed in and out of 

 consciousness, each period of insensibility shorter than the last. 

 He can’t make sense of why this host should be any different to the others . He’s pored over the brief 

 notes he has on her. One of the local islanders. Early middle-aged, robustly healthy. Thick arms and rough 

 hands, indicative of a life of vigorous and constant labour. Signs in her abdomen of at least one previous 

 pregnancy. Nothing unusual. And yet, somehow, she’s done something that no other host in Stockland’s 

 care ever has. 

 On the floor beside him is the overnight bag that his wife has sent up from their home in town. He opens 

 it to find a change of clothes, a parcel of yesterday’s scones, and a note on scented paper that reads, in 

 florid script,  Dearest Charlie. Don’t neglect your  rest! I know you’ll try to. With love, Julia  . 



 At twenty-five past, Stockland strides out his office, dressed, his wife’s note folded neatly in the coat 

 pocket over his heart. The scones he brings to the break room, where Antoine and Mina, the surgical 

 nurse, huddle at the table under a fog of stale coffee and cigarettes. 

 The report he entrusts to Mina, who seems glad for the opportunity to escape the ward for a little while. 

 Antoine glumly watches her go before following Stockland downstairs. 

 When they enter the basement, their headlamps glint in the host’s wide-open eyes. 

 “Merciful God,” says Antoine, “She’s not even halfway asleep.” 

 Host 68 heaves against her restraints, her wide shoulders curling in with the effort. “Mister,” she gasps, 

 “Help me. Mister, it hurt so bad.” 

 Antoine starts to respond, but Stockland checks him. “I’ve told you,” he hisses, “We’ve no guidance on 

 whether or not we can speak to hosts.” Normally, Stockland finds comfort in the constraints of Facility 

 protocol. But you can get into just as much trouble doing something that isn’t explicitly allowed as you 

 can doing something that’s explicitly forbidden. 

 Antoine nods unhappily, and they both do their best to ignore the host’s pleading as Stockland takes her 

 vitals. For the hundredth time, Stockland wishes that Protocol did not forbid the administration of any 

 sedative other than the ichorite’s own. 

 The host’s protests turn to muffled grunts as Antoine slips the breathing mask over her face. Then, the 

 groaning and clanking of the lowering mechanism drowns her out completely. 

 As the host slips beneath the water, Stockland’s mind races. Is the ichorite defective? Or does the root of 

 the problem lie with the host? If she has a liver to match her hefty physique, she might be processing the 

 sedative faster than the ichorite can make it. Or perhaps, and this is a terrible thought indeed, all of this is 

 the result of a surgical error. Stockland’s contract has a lengthy paragraph on the repercussions of any 



 surgical negligence that results in the loss of an ichorite. If an error was made under his watch, he’ll be 

 repaying the Facility for decades. 

 When Antoine peppers the water with algae, the creature’s beak barely cracks open. A single cirrus 

 emerges, waving listlessly about. “That doesn’t look good,” says Antoine, unhelpfully. “It’s not dying, is 

 it?” 

 “It had better not be. You and I may be in for a world of trouble otherwise.” 

 “And her?” He means the host. “What are we supposed to do if she stays awake?” 

 “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait for HQ’s response.” 

 “Damn these stupid rules,” Antoine mutters. “Perhaps just a  little  laudanum wouldn’t hurt. Only enough 

 to keep her quiet.” 

 Stockland gives Antoine a disapproving frown, as though a tiny but insistent part of his own mind had not 

 been preoccupied with that same thought all night. “Strength, Antoine. It’s five days. We can manage her 

 until then. Let’s finish up here and see if there’s any word.” 

 # 

 Stockland knows the early history of the Facility well enough. A hundred years ago,  after a tremendous 

 storm, the first crab washed up near a small coastal village a few miles from where Benthos Facility now 

 stands. On land, the crab’s legs could barely support the weight of its immense carapace. It staggered 

 dazedly about, scaring the living daylights out of the locals, until one of them summoned enough 

 presence of mind to hurl a fishing spear between its eyes. After the police arrived, they measured the 

 carapace alone to be almost three feet across. Only later did anyone notice the large black mass on the 

 crab’s underside, but after that, it hadn’t taken long for scientists to piece together the connection 

 between the parasite and the crab’s impressive size. To grow so large, it would have to have lived for 

 hundreds of years. 



 Within a decade of that first discovery, Benthos Facility had been founded. The remains of one of those 

 gigantic crabs now adorns one side of the facility’s main lobby, sealed within a  plate-glass display. With 

 nothing else to occupy his time while he waits, Stockland studies it. The crab’s flesh has long been boiled 

 or scraped away, exposing a network of coppery filaments that vasculate throughout the exoskeleton, 

 clustering where the  heart, brain and stomach had once been. The last remnants of its ichorite symbiote. 

 Looking at it does nothing to settle Stockland’s nerves, rankled not only by the situation with 68, but from 

 being away from his surgery. He rarely visits anywhere else in the Facility, let alone HQ. Three or four 

 times a year, he comes up to the surgery to carry out the transplant operation and a few days of aftercare. 

 The rest of the site are off limits to him, including other personnel. Protocol has strict dictates about not 

 communicating with any employee from a different ward unless a special dispensation is granted. He 

 prefers it that way. It’s…cleaner. Looking at the crab reminds him why he’s happier not knowing what goes 

 on outside his little ward. 

 “There you are, Charles.” 

 At the familiar voice, Stockland turns. Striding through the lobby entrance is a small man wearing a 

 pristine lab coat over a finely-tailored suit. With each step, his leonine sideburns bob in august splendor. 

 Three years since Stockland last saw him, and he hasn’t aged a day.  “Doctor Hame,” Stockland begins, 

 “It’s so good to --” 

 Hame lifts up a finger. “Not yet, my young protege.” He passes Stockland a clipboard bearing a 

 confidentiality waiver, effective for fifteen minutes after the time of signing. 

 “Twenty minutes?” grumbles Stockland, signing the waiver and handing it back. “A situation as bad as 

 this, and all the Board can give us is twenty minutes?” 

 “Well,” says Hame, beaming. “It’ll be far fewer if you insist on complaining, won’t it?” He looks behind 

 Stockland to the crab, and his smile dims. “Shall we take a walk? I can’t bear looking at that ghastly 

 thing.” 



 They step out into the quad, a wide expanse of grass enclosed on three sides by Facility buildings. The 

 late afternoon sun is just dropping behind HQ’s grand edifice, casting the whole quad into shadow. Side 

 by side, they follow the gravel path around the quad’s exterior, as they did in the days when Hame was 

 still Stockland’s immediate superior. 

 “I spent all morning looking through what records I could find,” says Stockland, when he’s finished 

 describing the night’s events. “If there’s precedent for this, I didn’t see it. I’ve no idea what caused it, or 

 how to fix it, or if that’s even possible. I don’t know how much danger the subject is in. And the host… 

 I’ve no idea how to manage her. How to keep her comfortable.” 

 Hame’s cheerful demeanour evaporates. “Charles,” he cautions, “The host is still a host. Don’t let concern 

 for her wellbeing overwhelm your judgement.” 

 “I’m not,” says Stockland. “Only, it would make our work easier if she wasn’t, you know, screaming in 

 agony all the time. We can hear her through the floorboards.” 

 “Her body will adjust as the subject integrates itself,” Hame says, with a confidence that surprises 

 Stockland. “I’ll wager she’ll not be in any serious pain this time tomorrow.” He pulls a thick envelope from 

 his pocket and hands it to Stockland. It’s heavy; there must be a hundred pages in there at least. “This is a 

 copy of Host 68’s contract,” Hame explains, “As well as some freshly-drafted protocol, just for you. 

 Familiarise yourself with both. You’ll need to keep her calm and cooperative. Remind her of her 

 contractual  obligations if necessary, but otherwise, speak to her as little as possible. She’ll be using more 

 energy awake than she would be asleep, so she’ll need feeding. Supplies will be sent to you.” 

 They’ve reached Stockland’s own building, a squat, single-storeyed building near the Facility’s front gate. 

 “Will you come in?” Stockland asks. “To examine her yourself?” 

 Hame shrugs. “How many of these procedures have you performed now?” 

 He thinks back over the past three years. “Twelve, I think?” 



 “More than enough. You’re an excellent surgeon, Charles. You don’t need me in there. Follow Protocol, 

 and you have nothing to worry about.” His words feel laced with meaning, but Stockland can’t grasp what 

 it could be. “Besides,” Hame taps his watch, “Our time is almost up.” 

 “But,” says Stockland in desperation, “Hame. That can’t be all.” 

 “You’re right. It isn’t. You’ve orders to come up to the main lab tomorrow.” 

 “The main lab? But I’m not authorised to go there.” 

 “You’ll find the necessary documents inside that envelope as well. Sign it and bring it with you. Two days 

 time, at noon sharp. I shall see you then.” 

 Stockland hesitates. Visit the main lab? Not once in all the years he’s been coming to the Facility has he 

 ever done so, or even wanted to. But Hame doesn’t give him any time to protest. With a kindly pat on 

 Stockland’s shoulder, he adds, “You’ll do well, my boy. Follow protocol. Keep your sympathy at bay, and 

 prioritise the ichorite, no matter what.” 

 Day Three 

 Weak dawn light rouses Stockland from uneasy slumber. When he raises his head from his desk, Host 68’s 

 contract comes with it, glued to his bottom lip. 

 He ought to have gone home last night. Mina is on duty, and as Hame predicted, the host has quietened 

 down. And yet Stockland hadn’t been able to bring himself to leave. How could he? How could he face 

 Julia in this state? Julia, who knows every fibre of his heart, but has no idea what he does once he steps 

 through the Facility gates. He would not be able to shield her from his troubles, nor would he find any 

 respite from them. No, he must stay until he has seen this thing through. 

 When he emerges from his office in yesterday’s rumpled clothing, he almost walks straight into Mina, who 

 looks utterly exhausted. In her hands is a tray with a bowl of steaming congee. 



 “I don’t suppose that’s for me,” Stockland sighs. 

 “No sir,” says Mina. “For Constance.” She gasps as soon as the name slips from her mouth. 

 He knows that name. It’s in the first line of the contract currently sitting on his desk. 

 Host 468, formerly known as Constance Jaggasar, hereby relinquishes all claim to her physical person to 

 the Board of the Benthos Facility. 

 “You’ve been talking to her,” he says. 

 “Only a little, sir!” The tray rattles in Mina’s suddenly shaky grasp. “Just to comfort her, sir!” 

 Irritation flares “Give me that tray. And take your next two shifts off.  Unpaid.  If you want to socialise,  you 

 won’t do it on Facility time.” 

 # 

 The host eyes the bowl, and Stockland, with suspicion. 

 “I’m not about to poison you,” says Stockland. “We have to keep you nourished.” 

 “Ain’t hungry” she rasps. “I got…tingles, all over. And my chest feels tight. Can’t barely breathe.” 

 A vision of the lobby crab flashes through Stockland’s mind. By now, the first filaments ought to have 

 worked through Host 68’s ribcage and webbed their way around her heart. Does she know? The contract 

 is extremely unclear about 

 “You’ll feel better soon,” he tells her. Now, let's get some food in you, shall we?” But when he puts the 

 first spoonful to the host’s mouth, she jerks her head away, clamping her mouth shut. “See here,” snaps 

 Stockland. “The subject is in a delicate condition, and it needs a healthy environment to recover. You 

 must  eat.” 

 “Just kill me,” she says, through clenched teeth. “Lord, kill me.” 



 Stockland puts the spoon back in the bowl and sets it down. “That  was  your only other option, wasn’t it? 

 This or execution.” He’d wondered briefly, in the early days, how the Facility procured their hosts, but like 

 most things about this place he’d decided he’d rather not know. Right now though, that knowledge could 

 be very useful indeed. Remind her of her contractual obligations, Hame had told him. “I’ve learned a lot 

 about you recently,  Constance  . Banditry and theft!  Quite the exciting life you’ve led.” 

 That gets her to reopen her eyes. “I never killed nobody,” she says. “I never stole what I ain’t needed.” 

 “Regardless, you were arrested and sentenced. And Benthos threw you a lifeline. You ought to be 

 grateful  . I’m certain your children are. Joseph and,  ah, Shireen, correct?” This earns him a baleful glare. 

 “Keep their names out your devil mouth.” 

 He swallows, then presses on. “They must have arrived at their new school by now. A real home, with 

 beds and regular meals. A stab at a better future.” He leans over her, so that she has to screw her eyes 

 closed against the glare from his headlamp. “If you die in here because you refuse to cooperate, if the 

 subject  dies because you refuse to cooperate, you’ll  lose the Facility a lot of money. Joseph and Shireen 

 will be paying that debt until they die.” 

 The host’s shoulders tense 

 A droplet rolls down Host 68’s cheek. One that isn’t saltwater. At the sight, Stockland’s chest burns with a 

 sudden, violent pang of regret and  guilt and sympathy. He wants to tear his coat and helmet off and run 

 from this awful room and away from this terrible place. He wants to go home and throw his bedsheets 

 over his head and forget the Facility even exists. 

 “What’s gonna happen to me?” Host 68 whispers. “What’s this thing doing to me?” 

 “I don’t know yet,” Stockland admits. “But I think I shall, soon.” 



 Day Four 

 At precisely a quarter to twelve, Dr. Hame steps through the lobby doors, carrying a large briefcase. He 

 waves Stockland over. “My boy,” he exclaims. “So good to see you. Your authorization?” 

 Stockland hands over the packet Hame gave him two ago. Another temporary waiver, as well as a 

 non-disclosure agreement thrice the length of the one he’d signed when he first started at the Facility. 

 The penalties for breaking it are thrice as harsh. 

 After Hame has checked thoroughly for signatures, he beckons Stockland to follow him past the guards 

 and through the lobby doors. They enter a tangle of corridors, narrow and dimly-lit. Every so often they 

 pass by white-cloaked scientists, none of whom spare Stockland a glance, though he recognizes some of 

 them, has seen them at the country club in town.  Men who mingle only with each other, and carry that 

 briny Facility smell on their skin. 

 At last they reach an elevator with a guard stationed on either side. Two other men are there too, dressed 

 in rubber overalls and helmets, apparently waiting for Hame. Keepers. The men charged with physical 

 transportation of the hosts. Both are holding large nets. 

 “Gentlemen,” says Hame, “Thank you for your patience. Shall we go?” He leads them into the elevator, 

 which to Stockland’s surprise, begins to rattle downward. 

 The descent seems to take an age. When the rattling finally stops, the elevator doors open to reveal a 

 large cave, lit by a pair of gas lamps hanging close by. It’s incredibly cold, and  reeks like a fishmarket at 

 midday. 

 A large bin full of helmets stands next to the elevator. Taking one for himself and passing another to 

 Stockland, Hame says, “Stick close, and tread carefully. We don’t want any accidents.” 

 A dark passage leads them out of the cave. It slopes downward, twisting and turning, the walls and floor 

 slippery with moisture. As minutes pass, Stockland tries not to think about how far under the earth they 



 must now be, or about the awful fishy stench growing stronger the further down they go. The exit, when it 

 finally looms ahead, is pitch dark. 

 They file out onto a wooden deck, footfalls echoing into the vast blackness before them. Stockland’s 

 headlamp reveals a ceiling dripping with stalactites, and the glistening outlines of immense limestone 

 columns. It takes him a moment to understand that the smooth black floor is actually the surface of a lake. 

 The deck sits atop a precipice, with a rocky shore lying directly below. There Stockland sees the source of 

 the smell: piles of fish heads and entrails scattered along the shore. 

 Footsteps slap against wet stone, and something darts around the light’s edge. With a gasp, Stockland 

 follows it -- catching the figure just as it ducks behind a fish pile. Two eyes stare back at him, reflecting the 

 headlamp’s glare. 

 “Good God.” Stockland recoils, his back slamming into the cavern wall. “That’s…is that…?” 

 “Not so loud,” Hame whispers, “You’ll startle them.” 

 The host -- for what else could it be? -- blinks, then skitters away on all fours. Sideways, like a crab. It 

 splashes into the lake, and as Stockland watches it go he sees at least a dozen more along the water’s 

 edge, all hunched over and crawling in the same horrible crablike fashion. Each naked, emaciated chest 

 bears the black hump of an ichorite. Each shoulder bears a tattooed number. Stockland watches, 

 transfixed, as some of the hosts sidle back towards the fish. They even  eat  like crabs, plucking up piece  by 

 tiny piece to bring to their mouths. 

 “We call this the Pen,” says Hame. “I do wish we could get a few lights down here, but the ichorites much 

 prefer the dark, as you know.” He turns to the two keepers. “So, gentlemen. 43 is next on today’s list.” 

 The two keepers nod, then wade knee-deep into the lake, fanning out to search for their target. “Keep 

 your eyes peeled,” Hame tells Stockland. “The current 43 is a slippery devil.” 

 Stockland finally manages to speak. “Current?” But Hame is already striding down the boardwalk, giving 

 him little choice but to follow. Ahead, the keepers’ headlamps weave in and out of the columns and 



 stalagmites, and hosts scurry away like sea lice. He tries not to look directly at any one of them, petrified 

 of spotting a face or a number he knows. “What’s happened to them?” he asks. 

 Hame trains his headlamp on a crevice high up on the wall, squinting to see inside. “All anyone knows for 

 certain is that they’re under the ichorites’ control. Within a week after the initial attachment, they grow 

 senseless as beasts, compelled to eat, hide in the dark, protect their ichorite, and not much more. Have 

 no fear, they won’t attack you if you don’t get too close.” 

 A shrill wail cuts through the darkness. Hurried splashing follows, and light jangles around the cavern 

 walls. More shrieks, and then at last the two keepers emerge from behind a column. One has his net slung 

 over one shoulder, with something swaying inside. He dumps the net onto the boardwalk, and as he pulls 

 himself up after it, his headlamp glances across one thin shoulder blade, poking through the netting. 

 Hame squats beside the net and opens up his briefcase. Stockland approaches cautiously, peering over 

 Hame’s shoulder at the downed host, curled up with arms wrapped protectively over the ichorite. 

 Bloodshot eyes stare up at him from a gaunt, mottled face that looks anything but senseless. It looks 

 frightened. 

 Hame’s briefcase contains a portable phlebotomy kit. He has it set up on the boardwalk in minutes, 

 tasking Stockland with holding the empty blood pack while he inserts a needle into one of the host’s 

 skinny arms. The host wails again, but doesn’t resist. 

 Blood trickles into the pack, black and viscous as oil. Ichor, it’s rightly called. The miracle substance that 

 staves off illness and infirmity. Stockland has only ever seen tiny vials of it before. 

 “You could buy the entire town with that,” says Hame, when the pack is full. He takes it from Stockland 

 and puts it away with the rest of the kit as the keepers haul the host back into the water. It sloshes back 

 into the darkness, whimpering. 

 “How many of them are down here?” asks Stockland. 



 “Less than there used to be,” says Hame, “There were over a hundred at one point, but attrition has 

 taken a toll over the decades. We’re down to eighty-two, and fewer with every year. The founder made 

 sure no more could be found in the wild, you know. Prevents competition. A little premature, perhaps, as 

 all our captive breeding efforts have failed.” 

 “Then how was 68 procured?” 

 Hame clicks the briefcase shut. “You really don’t put much thought into this, do you, my boy? No matter, 

 you’ll figure it out soon enough.” 

 # 

 “And this,” says Hame, “is the Hospice.” 

 They’re back above ground, in a room which looks much like the normal hospital wards that Stockland 

 works in back in his other life, but for the thick curtains shrouding the windows. It still seems impossibly 

 bright after the darkness of the Pen. 

 Two nurses are by the lone bed occupying the room. They bob in deference to Hame before filing out. 

 On the bed is another host, this one even more emaciated than Forty-the one the keepers had captured, 

 skin greenish and sagging off the bone.  On each shoulder, the number 97. 

 “We pulled this one from the lake a few days ago,” says Hame. “You need to get to them before they die, 

 you see. The ichorites live on, provided the death is not too sudden. With enough warning, they can 

 slowly detach themselves and then swim off in search of a new host. Imagine having to fish around in the 

 Pen for a lone ichorite! Or having to pry it off a host that’s already taken! A nightmare.” 

 “The hosts die?” asks Stockland. “But the ichor… they’re supposed to live forever, aren’t they?” 

 Next to the bed is a bucket full of water, and a large sponge which Hame takes up and dunks in the 

 bucket. “You’d think so, but the hosts actually rarely make it longer than ten years,” he says, wringing the 

 sponge over the ichorite. “They might last longer if we weren’t draining a pint of blood out of them every 



 two weeks. Not much profit in trying to find out, apparently. But the ichorites retain their initial numbers, 

 and pass them on to the new hosts.” 

 Pieces are falling into place for Stockland at a dizzying speed. He doesn’t like the picture that’s forming. 

 “You reuse them,” he whispers. “So Host 68…” 

 “Is one in a lamentably long line of Host 68s,” Hame confirms. “And before you ask, yes, Ichorite 68 

 produced the same peculiar effect in all of its previous hosts. It’s perfectly functional otherwise. Just a 

 unique little physiological quirk.” 

 Stockland tears his eyes from the dying host to glare at Hame. “A quirk? A  quirk  ? Why wasn’t I warned 

 about this? We could have lost it that first night!” 

 Dropping the sponge back into the bucket, Hame waves his hand as though to waft Stockland’s anger 

 away. “You managed well enough. As I told you, Charles, I have every faith in you.”  He claps his still-wet 

 hand to Stockland’s shoulder. “But you’d better be getting back to her, hmm? It’s been a long day.” 

 # 

 It’s almost nightfall when Stockland makes it back to his ward, still shaken by the day’s discoveries. When 

 he closes his eyes he can see them, all those hosts crawling around in the dark. He makes straight for the 

 comfort of his office. He needs time to think, or to  not  think. Mina’s on duty tonight, thank God. The  last 

 thing he needs at present is to have to confront Host 68. 

 Antoine intercepts him in the hallway. “There you are, sir,” he says. “I’ll be heading out, then. You’re sure 

 you’ll be alright on your own?” 

 Dread wells afresh in Stockland’s stomach. That’s right. He’d sent Mina away. Collecting himself, he gives 

 Antoine a nod. “Yes, yes I’ll be quite alright.” 



 # 

 “You was gone a long time,” says the host. “There’s something different about you.” Stockland doesn’t 

 reply, keeps pretending to take notes on his clipboard. The host’s eyes narrow. “You know something.” 

 Finally, Stockland looks at her. Is he imagining the way her skin already seems to be shrivelling over the 

 broad bones of her face? Are those mottled patches forming on her cheeks? He clears his throat. 

 “Tomorrow you’ll be taken to join the other hosts.” 

 She looks at him for a long, expectant moment. At last she says, “You ain’t gonna tell me how wonderful 

 it’s gonna be? How I don’t have to worry ‘bout nothing?” 

 He sighs and tucks the clipboard under his arm. “Try to rest. They’ll be here first thing.” 

 “Sir.” Her face shines with saltwater and desperation. “Don’t let ‘em take me. Just let me go. I can walk 

 still. I can climb still. Fight still. You tell ‘em I slipped free and got past you. I just want to see my children. 

 I won’t hurt you, I swear it. Just let me walk away.” 

 Walk away. They could both walk away, couldn’t they? Walk away from this lab, from this wretched Facility 

 and its awful secrets. He’s had enough. More than enough. 

 The host must notice his resolve wavering, for her expression grows hopeful. “You got children, sir?” 

 “A boy. Eight months old.” 

 “Then you can imagine how I feel. Wouldn’t you do anything for your child?” 

 “Yes,” he mutters, feeling as though a fog is lifting from his mind. “Yes, I would.” Good Lord, what 

 madness has he allowed to take him? What sentimental folly? Let a host go, indeed! Condemn himself, 

 his name, and his family to ruin! 

 He leans over Host 68. “You’re right,” he tells her. “I do know what’s going to happen to you. You’re 

 going to spend the rest of your life having your every need met, surrounded by others of your own kind, 



 never doing a day’s labour and yet still providing immense value to the human race.” Watching the hope 

 drains from the host’s eyes, Stockland feels that awful guilt tug at him once more, but he shoves it away 

 and presses on. “You’ll be contributing far more to society than you or any of your kind would otherwise.” 

 He stops to take a breath, expecting her to beg, to rail at him in despair and fury. Instead, she simply 

 turns her head away. “Then leave me be,” she says. 

 Day Five 

 The next morning, when Stockland drags himself to the break room, he finds Mina already there. She 

 startles at the sight of him, then sets her jaw in uncharacteristically steely determination. “Sir,” she says. 

 “I’ve just come by to get my things, sir.” 

 “What?” 

 “I can’t do it no more, sir. I quit.” 

 “It’s alright, Mina. She’s going today. And I’ve been assured that subsequent hosts won’t have the 

 same…issue.” 

 “It’s not that. The things they do here…I don’t see but a piece of it, but I can’t look at it no more. I’m 

 finished” 

 “Fine,” says Stockland. “Well, good luck to you.” Taking one of the last of the scones, he leaves Mina 

 there, and wanders back through the corridors and out the front door. He sits on the steps, warm already 

 from the morning sunshine. 

 He wants to feel triumphant. Relieved. Anything but this cold, heavy guilt pressing up inside him. He 

 stops himself from biting into the scone, and instead, tears off a little piece and puts it in his mouth. Half 

 an hour later, he’s still picking at the scone when he hears a familiar rumble. A large black motorcar 

 rumbles around the corner and pulls up in front of the surgery. Stockland is not surprised when Hame 

 steps out from the passenger side, accompanied by two burly keepers. 



 “Charles. Survived the night, eh?” 

 Stockland gestures behind him. “She’s all yours.” 

 The keepers head inside, but Hame sits down beside Stockland. “So,” he says, “Congratulations are in 

 order.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Ah, Charles. You haven’t put it together yet, have you? Well, here’s a final clue. I’m retiring in a few 

 months. Now I can do so fully confident that my replacement is a man of skill and integrity. You’ve proved 

 yourself eminently worthy of a full-time position here.” 

 “You’re saying,” Stockland says slowly, “That this was some kind of test?” 

 “One you passed with flying colours! Oh, don’t look so angry. You’ve an illustrious, and  very 

 well-compensated career ahead of you. You’ll be the ichorite’s primary caretaker, watching over every 

 aspect of their existence.” 

 Stockland tries to imagine it. Day after day in the Pen, draining blood from the hosts. More operations, 

 more hosts doomed to live out their wretched lives in that reeking darkness. And of course, inevitably, 

 more 68s, conscious and terrified. 

 But perhaps it’s what he deserves. Could he ever truly go back to his old life, remembering what he’s 

 done here? Yes, surely this is the only fitting end for him. “I’m honoured,” he says thickly. 

 One of the keepers appears in the doorway. “Sir,” he says to Hame. “There’s a problem. We can’t get the 

 door open.” 

 The basement door, after they’ve hurried down to it, is indeed unopenable. Something is wedged under 

 the handle on the far side. But who could have-- 

 “Mina,” Stockland whispers. He hammers on the door and shouts, “Mina! Open up this instant!” 



 No answer. In tandem the keepers slam their huge frames against the door, until at last the wood splits 

 open and one of them can reach inside to shove the obstacle away.  Stockland is the first to race inside. In 

 the darkness he sees Mina by the tank, next to the winch. He dashes up the stairs, already knowing what 

 she must have done, knowing it’s already too late. He shoves her away from the winch and turns it 

 furiously, drawing the platform back out of the tank. On it, Host 68’s head lolls to the side. She’s not 

 wearing a breathing mask. Her skin is blue, her eyes half-closed and unseeing. Dead. 

 “Dead!” says Hame. But it’s the ichorite he’s looking at. Its cilia hang limply from its gaping beak. 

 One of the keepers has grabbed hold of Mina. She doesn’t resist, just grins triumphantly up at Stockland. 

 “She can rest now,” she says. “Finally, she can rest.” 



 Mother Nature looked down into the plane of 

 Earth and frowned. Humans could not look into 

 their plane but she had created enough evidence 

 for them to know of their existence. Rather than 

 preserve nature and help each other, they were 

 destroying everything she had created. She felt so 

 angry…….but wait, breathe, calm down she told 

 herself, she must not get too angry or it might 

 destroy Earth even before she tried anything to 

 save it and that was not fair to the humans. She 

 just backed down into the plush sofa and held her 

 aching head in her hands. 

 “Mother, Theila thneaks to theek a thack?” said Love sitting down besides Mother. 

 Beautiful Mother, who was sitting with her head in her hands and a frown, looked up, giggled and caught 

 Love in a huge bear hug, “Sheila sneaks to seek a snack?” “Love, you shouldn’t have to use your love 

 spell on me, but thank you, I feel a lot better now! But who's Sheila?” 

 “Oh, I love that name, if I were to ever go to the plane of Earth, I would take that as my name. And…….I 

 am alwayth there for you mother. Tell me, what is bothering you?” said Love wrapping her warm arm 

 around Mother. 

 “It's a big matter, I will address everyone at the great hall tomorrow.” 

 “Mother, I love you and I know whatever you do, you will be great at it.” 

 Mother Nature smiled her usual beautiful smile - a smile that made flowers blossom, the dew drops on 

 the green grass shine a little brighter and made the breeze brush it's loving palm against the greens of 



 the tall trees.“Thank you Love, that's the reason you are my most favorite daughter, you always 

 understand me.” 

 # 

 The alarm rang. Rrrrr…. Sleepy eyed, Love jerked to a sitting position so fast that the blanket flew off her 

 head, she wore her hoodie and rushed towards the great hall. Others were crowding into the great hall, 

 looking anxious. Beautiful Mother Nature who usually was always smiling, was there at the podium 

 looking harassed, worried and angry all at the same time. “The time has come,” she said. “Go my 

 children, go to Earth and try to save it. If not, I may have to take some drastic steps. Remember the 

 divinity rule - You cannot use divine power to solve any major problems. That will disrupt the timeline and 

 the future of the earth and may even destroy it. The earth has been fitted with a divinity power repeller. 

 Your power will be cut down to 1% of your actual power once you are on earth. You will only be able to 

 use your powers to solve minor problems. If you try to use more power than that you may face some 

 embarrassing or even dangerous consequences, so be very careful!” 

 Now all of them - Joy, Love, Trust, Peace, Respect sat together discussing and drawing their plan. They 

 were a team, they had always been one, always coordinated, never had any problems. They had been 

 created by Mother Nature that way from the very day that the garden of Eden had been created. There 

 were meant to be only positive emotions. Mother Nature created the emotions so they could train the 

 creatures created on Earth to have the different emotions and support each other, defend self or others 

 and live peacefully on Earth. But then Uncle Devil would have been bored, right? So, came into existence 

 the other emotions - Sadness, Jealousy, Greed and then Anger. They were wonderful brothers to have 

 but born long after the positive emotion sisters. Sadly, it seemed like the brothers were reigning on earth 

 more than the sisters. 

 “Ok everyone,” said Joy, “it's decided that Love will go to earth as a 2nd grade student with different 

 talents and work with the special education teachers. They are our best bet.” 



 Peace added, “Also, please, please keep this a secret from our wonderful brothers, I want our project to 

 run very smoothly. Love, remember to pretend to not be able to speak, we don’t want the entire earth 

 falling in love with you!” 

 There was a small giggle from under the table, and Respect quickly looked under. It was little Hope. 

 “Hope, what are you doing here under the table? You scared us!” 

 “Sorry!” said Hope, crawling out from her hiding place, standing up and looking at her feet in 

 embarrassment. “I want to join the project too, pleeeeeeeeese?” 

 “Sure!” said Trust, “You are an important part of our team, stay with me, we can work together.” 

 # 

 Love shook her head and brought herself to the present. Though seven years had passed, it just seemed 

 like it was yesterday that they were pouring over their plans. Trust and Hope had turned into her little 

 sisters so they were close enough to help her. Respect was the mother and Peace and Joy had decided to 

 be Love’s aunts. Yeah, she had to get used to the time on earth, it moved so fast here. Seven earth years 

 had passed and she was finally where she should be: a 2nd grade student who qualified for special 

 education.  Her research on special education teachers until then had shown her that they were the best 

 candidates for this project. It was worth taking them into confidence, forming a team and trying to solve 

 the problem together. As she handed over a small goody bag to Mrs Spencer she smiled at her. She 

 pretended to not be able to speak. She had just given a shot of Endorphin and Dopamine to calm her 

 down. Mrs Spencer had looked down, smiled and said, “Thank you, Sheila” while giving a quick pat on 

 her back. Teachers knew the essence of that touch, attention - they knew how much it meant to the 

 students. It filled the students with confidence, made them feel wanted. Special education teachers had 

 been the most important research subjects. They not only managed to keep themselves happy but also 

 spread joy to students and people around them. They created enthusiasm when they differentiated 

 lessons and made them enjoyable so that all students could learn. They always stayed positive and 

 spread joy around them.  The teachers had to be given credit for having given so much of their time to 



 working with families of students to build relations, teach students who had been created with different 

 talents than the others. They were some of the few humans who gave her complete respect by believing 

 in her. They made her proud by spreading their love without looking at the differences in people. She 

 would have to remember to refill them with “love and determination” from the tanker that would be 

 passing by earth soon. Their teaching job sometimes tended to take a toll on them. 

 They did not have a lot of time. They had to rush. All of them bent seriously over the plan they had drawn 

 up. Love pointed to the plan explaining who would work on which part of the plan. They could start small 

 but had to ensure that the plan would spiral and grow bigger. They also had to check to eliminate any 

 hurdles that might come their way. It was not easy. They could start with the teachers to teach the various 

 good feelings. Then Trust and Respect would also look at the family perspective. Family bonds had to be 

 made stronger. These bonds would support what the teachers were teaching in school. Stronger family 

 bonds would help increase the Emotional Quotient which would make it easier to spread their spells. 

 Moms and Dads could help with that. They were the roots of the families. They had the power to 

 influence everyone in the family. At the end of three Earth hours all of them leaned back with a sigh of 

 relief. Okay, at least it was a start. 

 “What would be a good place to meet?” asked Trust. 

 “We need to meet the teachers somewhere where they can feel secure. We do not want them to lose 

 their trust in you Love” Peace immediately said, “I know a portable that is not being used much at your 

 school - Portable 13 If you can lead the five special education teachers there, we can talk to them there 

 but the question is how do we bring all the teachers there at the same time?” 

 “I have seen all of them meet there one Thursday a month for their special education meeting. Maybe, 

 we can join them after their meeting and speak to them.” said Respect. 

 Love nodded her head, that was a good idea. None of them except Love noticed the red glow outside 

 their room. It bothered her that the brothers had heard most of their plans. 



 The glow transferred all the sisters’ discussion and ideas straight to the giant room in the other plane 

 where there were loud snickers as the brothers listened in to their sister’s planning. 

 “I don’t know why the sisters are so worried about the end of human life on Earth?” said Greed laughing. 

 Jealousy nodded his head agreeing, “In fact, they do not even have much time left, Aunt Nature has 

 already begun the apocalypse.” 

 “Humans have been smart enough to have caught on - look at this article on the ESA site ‘  Swarm probes 

 weakening of Earth’s magnetic field  ’ grinned Sadness. 

 “What about global warming?” cried Anger. 

 “I helped a little with that,” cried Greed, “It was nothing, just a soft touch and humans turned into my 

 greatest slaves ready to do anything, brother Jealousy helped a little and we totally won the game,” 

 Jealousy and Greed high-fived. 

 Jealousy laughed, “Yeah! I did not think it would be so easy to make them want to compete with each 

 other to manufacture those chemicals which led to global warming. You know I really hope the dinosaurs 

 come back, it will be a welcome change. History.com says that Humans have inhabited earth for 2.4 

 million years now……sooo boring. Earth creations should change every minute and two and half minutes 

 is tooooooooo long.” 

 “Don’t forget the greed to not accept the power humans already had. They just wanted MORE. It was so 

 funny to hear the humans say that they will only manufacture the nuclear weapons to keep ‘other 

 countries’ in check,” Greed doubled over in laughter. 

 “I am the most important, because without my spells the lowly humans would not be arguing and fighting 

 each other over literally everything both of you made them do,” retorted Anger angrily 



 All the brothers surrounded and laughed at Anger just making him more angry. 

 # 

 Love smiled lovingly thinking about what she had heard using telepathy, they were her brothers after all. 

 But the sisters would have to work a little faster especially since they were going against so many hurdles 

 - her brothers and Mother Nature’s changes. She had secretly fallen in love with Earth and its vulnerable 

 humans. After all, she had worked on them for so long. Dinosaurs had not been the same. It would 

 indeed be a pity if the humans could not be saved. She shook herself as was her habit when she went into 

 deep thoughts and hurried along to find her teacher. She had to talk to her teacher to make her agree to 

 come to the meeting. That could be a real deal maker or breaker. 

 Love waited until after school. As soon as the bell rang she pretended to be busy clearing her desk till all 

 other students left. Mrs Spencer saw all the other students off and then spoke to the parents reassuring 

 them that the kids were doing good and making progress. She then came in, smiled at Love and sat at 

 her computer. Usually Respect came to pick her up but today she had called the school office to let them 

 know that she would be “delayed a little due to work.” Mrs Spencer worked busily on her computer. 

 “Probably working on report cards, parent conferences were coming up” thought Love. Love hesitated, 

 then straightened up, “Mrsth Thspenther” she said softly and hoarsely pretending as if these were her 

 first moments of speech . Mrs Spencer looked up in surprise. Love knew that Mrs Spencer might be 

 strangely and suddenly feeling so much love towards her. 

 “It’s so nice to hear you finally speak, Sheila! You have a beautiful voice, you must speak as often as you 

 can.” 

 Love nodded her little head and continued softly in her hoarse voice, “My mother and auntth want to 

 meet you.” She did not want to add “sisters,” there were too many ‘ses’ in it. Too much spell might not 

 be good for Mrs Spencer and it may set off the power repeller. 



 Mrs Spencer raised both her hands slightly as if she felt that sudden urge to hug and squeeze this little 

 child but let them flop down. “Sure Sheila, when do they want to meet me?” Mrs Spencer said surprised. 

 Love softly held Mrs Spencer’s hand and tugged her. 

 “Where are you taking me?” asked Mrs Spencer. “I have a special ed meeting to get to Sheila,” but she 

 got up and followed Love. 

 The others were already at the portable waiting for Love and Mrs Spencer to get there. Mrs Spencer’s 

 eyes widened when she saw Peace,  Respect, Joy, Trust and Hope. 

 “You must be Sheila’s sisters,” she said looking at Trust and Joy, “how was your day today?” “Sorry Mom” 

 she addressed Respect, “but we may have to meet on another day. I am about to go in for a meeting in a 

 few minutes” 

 “Yes, we know,” said Respect, “we need some urgent help from you and the other teachers you will be 

 meeting today. I promise this will not take long.” 

 “I am really sorry but I just do not have the time……..” 

 Peace quickly interrupted, “There will be an apocalypse of the Earth and we need your help to prevent it. 

 We are from a different plane, we do  not belong here, we only came here for a short while to save earth. 

 Please do help us.” 

 Mrs Spencer looked at her with exasperation, “I really do not have…….” 

 Peace looked helplessly at the others and gave a quick nod. “Mother said we could not use our powers 

 but she did not say we could not show ourselves.” The others nodded. 

 # 

 All of them filed out of the portable happily.  The teachers had cooperated once Mrs Spencer had filled 

 them in on what was going on and how the emotions needed their help. The teachers had come up with 



 a wonderful idea. They would plan out a week long fair at school where  families could put up stalls and 

 there would be a band, songs and fun. The flyer of the fair would encourage the families to invite at least 

 one other family member who they had not spoken to or met for a long period of time. The teachers were 

 sure that the PTA members would do their best to make it a success. 

 The Earth grumbled and rumbled the next day at sunrise. It woke everyone up in a panic. But Earth 

 decided to take a deep breath and calm down. This did not necessarily calm the staff and students at 

 school. As Love walked to school she saw Mrs Spencer waiting and straining her neck looking out and 

 waiting for someone, seeming restless. Love had a pretty good idea who that might be. “Poor Mrs 

 Spencer, she must be feeling so awkward waiting for a 7 year old,” she thought. Mrs Spencer saw her and 

 Respect and came hurrying by. 

 “Tell me, that was not what I think it was!” she said in an urgent whisper 

 Respect spoke calmly, “Yes, it was Mrs Spencer, and it is true we do not have a lot of time, but don’t 

 worry, we will work this out.” 

 Love put a reassuring hand on Mrs Spencer’s hand which helped her calm down. 

 # 

 “Boo Hoo!” sang Greed in a sing song tone with a sad smilee like face, “The Earth is dying.” “The Earth 

 is dying. The dinosaurs are coming! 

 Anger, Jealousy, Sadness and Greed will be reigning!” joined in Anger and Sadness, the youngest of the 

 brothers. 

 Jealousy laughed out loud, enjoying, “The sisters think they can save poor Earth by having that family fair. 

 They believe that collaboration with teachers and including families will solve all problems. If they don’t 

 get at least 100 people to imbibe positive emotions in the next 100 days then the Earth will no longer 

 survive.” 



 “I have an idea, Greed and Jealousy can wreak havoc at the family fair then Anger, you take over and I 

 will give the story a dramatically sad ending. And this will ensure that the sisters do not stand a chance.” 

 “That's the best idea ever that you have come up with,” agreed the others. 

 # 

 And so dawned the sunny days in May - the perfect days to go camping, hiking and having family fairs. 

 Love looked around with satisfaction. She saw the trucks arrive with the tents. The teachers had called this 

 a “fundraiser fair” when they had spoken to the principal and she had approved it immediately. Schools 

 always needed more money. The funds they got from the government were never enough to teach 

 students in the best ways possible. PTA had been excited to be a part of this fund raiser. This would be a 

 week-long fair and would raise enough money for the school to buy new computers for students, 

 advanced overhead projectors, new books for the library and help the sisters get a great start towards 

 their project Save-Earth. Her smile vanished as she turned and saw the tall and hefty man putting up the 

 tent in the corner. He turned around at that very moment and gave her a grin, waved a hand and 

 continued with his work as if he had not seen her at all. The slight shake of his head told Love he was 

 chuckling to himself. If Jealousy was here the others could not be far away. 

 Despite everything, he was still her brother. She walked towards him, tapped him on his leg (my word, he 

 had indeed turned into a tall man) and gave his long legs a huge hug. He turned around and lifted her 

 into his arms. 

 “Mmm Love, as always, you have to keep spreading your love. It's not going to help you this time. We 

 are well prepared.” said Jealousy but Love could already feel his strength reducing and her love spell 

 taking over. 

 “Its ok, you are my brother and tho altho the otherth, you are alwayth welcome. It has been thso long 

 thsince I have thseen you.” She gave him another quick hug. “Ok, let me down, if any of my teacherth 



 thsee you, you will get into trouble- humanth don’t like thrangerths communicating with their young 

 ones.” she could literally feel Jealousy totally drained by the end of that sentence. 

 Jealousy shook his head as he laughed but slowly set her down, “Always the protector, as though we 

 need your protection,” he said. Then he turned and continued with his work. 

 # 

 Where are the onions? Said Respect, I wonder how humans work with these. They make humans so sad. 

 Joy giggled, “Respect! You are so funny, the onions don't make them sad, it's the vapors which bring 

 tears to the eyes because they create a burning sensation- read about it in a book.” 

 “I will help you with those as soon as I am done with garnishing this curry - the Indian food though 

 time-consuming is so yummy,” continued Joy. 

 Love, Trust and Hope sat at the table moving their legs to and fro, banging on the plates with spoons 

 creating sounds as if the music conductor directing them had suddenly gone crazy. 

 “Ok, ok kids, take a break, just because we come from a different plane does not mean we are deaf,” said 

 Joy, “we made your favorite today, lets eat quickly and then we can eat the delicious, hardened milk 

 dessert that is called ……. Mm I forget - cream of ice?” 

 Hope giggled, “Joy, you are the one being funny now, it’s ice-cream silly!” 

 Then everyone erupted, “Paths me the curry before I die of hunger,” “I want some Indian tortilla - mm 

 they are so soft today - Respect you are getting better at cooking,” “Pass me the salad - eww…..I don’t 

 like the little green trees,” “Hey, they are called broccoli and they are very crunchy - don’t say 

 eww!”....................... 

 # 



 The sun shone down on Earth but Love worried about the dark clouds she saw in the distance. As she 

 walked to the bathroom with the classroom aide she hoped that the clouds would just stay where they 

 were and never came any closer. The tents had been put up in order on either side of the school 

 playground. The PTA members had worked very hard and set up the tents with the necessary furniture. 

 Each tent had two tables and three chairs unless the parents had specifically asked for more. The parents 

 had started slowly trickling in bringing with them everything from books, food, homemade purses, 

 dresses that they planned to sell at the fair. The tents at the very entrance of the school would house the 

 games that the people visiting could play. While the idea was that the profits made would go towards the 

 fundraiser, many parents had promised to donate everything they earned towards it. The emotions, love, 

 peace and trust were already being displayed. Love was happy. She waited to join her sisters at the end 

 of the school day. 

 That was when she heard the rumble of the earth and the earth shook. This was the second time. It was 

 getting closer. People stopped whatever they were doing and stood still, ready to run to an open area if 

 necessary. The signs were not so good. The humans could sense that, but they chose to move on, to 

 keep working, keep themselves busy doing something constructive rather than be panicky and 

 terror-striken. She loved that quality in humans. The special education teachers honed that quality in 

 students. There was silence around her for a while. There was no more shaking or rumbling and after 

 waiting for a little bit - just like Love had predicted - the chatter started again as people went back to 

 doing what they were doing. 

 # 

 The first three days had gone well, Love was thankful and hoped the same for today. The grounds of the 

 school, every evening, filled up with moms, dads, kids, grandparents and long forgotten uncles, aunts, 

 other family and friends. People who met after long periods of time, gave each other hugs filled with 

 happiness and joy. Kids went from tent to tent, their hands held by their adults. People stood in small 

 groups talking to their relatives reminiscing and enjoying the music. The music band -which had reunited 



 specially for this occasion - discussed and collaborated and played soft music creating a soothing 

 ambiance. 

 Peace stood beside Love and smiled. “Humans did not need much, just time, space and a tiny reason to 

 meet their loved ones and make peace,” she said. 

 “I can feel them building their hopes of forming stronger family bonds” said Hope who had just come 

 walking hand in hand with Trust. 

 “Yeah! A little bit of trust and that should not be a problem” sais Trust. 

 “Nooooo” they heard a loud shout, there was a huge crash sound. The sisters turned to look at what was 

 happening. An entire tent had fallen. 

 A high schooler stood beside the tent looking horrified. “Oh, I am so sorry, my hand just touched it and it 

 tumbled- I didn’t think it would fall so easily,” he said. The family stood there looking with disbelief. A 

 huge pillar that they had brought to decorate the tent had fallen on the tent and the tent, unable to take 

 the weight, had succumbed. They were selling blown glass objects.  Theirs was usually the most crowded 

 tent. People loved those colorful glass decorations. Luckily, when the tent fell nobody was in the tent. The 

 family had put a “closed” sign so they could go around for a little bit to peek into the other tents. Love 

 looked up to see the high schooler walking in the direction of the tent selling books, with a satisfied grin 

 on his face. She could not believe it. Greed and Jealousy had played their part again. 

 The man selling the glass objects seemed to have seen the high schooler smile. He rushed, almost 

 running to the other tent and started shouting, asking questions. He shook his fist. Other people at the 

 fair took interest and started collecting near the tent curious to know what was going on. Meanwhile the 

 man got so mad he started punching the boy. The boy started fighting back. The man’s children who 

 were standing looking disappointed with their mother started wailing. The teachers at the school and 

 other parents tried their best to break up the fight. They tried to calm both of them down. 



 The Earth rumbled again and the dark cloud which seemed to have stilled started getting darker and 

 flowing in closer. There was a flash of warning lightning. But the people were so busy trying to break up 

 the fight, they did not seem to realize it. The music had stopped playing. The happiness everywhere 

 seemed to slowly melt away. Everyone was feeling very sad for the family who had lost all their wares. 

 They were mad with the immature high schooler who had destroyed the tent just because he felt jealous. 

 “If we cannot make even a small group of people sustain happiness and joy, how are we going to spread 

 it to the entire world?” said Joy a little sadly. 

 “Don’t worry sister, I am still here,” Hope said in her quiet, soft voice. 

 The rest of the day went by a little glumly, however much the teachers tried to walk around to the 

 different tents to talk to the people and encourage them. The dark clouds in the sky did not help much. 

 # 

 The last day dawned. Love prayed that today would get better and happiness would be restored. 

 Yesterday’s incident had taken its toll. People did come in but did not seem happy. Their faces showed 

 doubt. Love could almost read their minds, “What if someone did that to me? Whom can I trust?” The 

 day opened slowly. Everyone almost looked lethargic and on the verge of giving up. 

 By afternoon everyone started packing up. 

 It started then, the rain, more like the skies were opening up. Sudden torrential rain. The earth started 

 shaking violently, throwing people around. People started screaming and running. The teachers started 

 directing the people to safe places and basements built for such occasions. 

 To be continued ………….. 



 It was a warm and beautiful day in the 

 tropics, until a slip of the tongue and a 

 lapse of concentration changed that. 

 “An unnatural storm front has formed . . 

 .” Uninterested in the obvious, I turn 

 my attention away from the television 

 and step through the open door onto 

 the balcony. I watch with amusement as 

 the rain pours over the town and listen 

 to the winds howling across roofs. 

 However, that feeling quickly passes, 

 whatever good this vacation did for me 

 steadily becomes undone watching 

 people scramble for cover. A flash of lightning punctuates my self-loathing, and the rolling thunder 

 matches my silent groan.  Enough  , I think to myself,  and with purpose I turn back into the hotel room. 

 Closing the door silences the outside world and I begin to remember the nicest weather I had on this 

 break. “Isn’t this weather lovely?” I ask no one, speaking only to convince myself and the world as I have 

 done so for years. The sudden warmth on the back of my neck is the response. As the meteorologist 

 watches their radar in confusion I thumb the power button, and the room returns to silence. Exhaling a 

 frustrated sigh that was held in too long, I toss the remote somewhere and make my way to the bar. 

 I shuffle over to the room’s bar, waiting for me is an empty glass that doesn’t match any of the fancy sets. 

 It’s a copy of my personal highball glass, with matching chip at the base and everything. The glass, the 

 cause of my earlier accident, fits my grip nicely and before I know it, I’m taking a random trip down 

 memory lane. Minutes fly by and I’m rocking the glass on the chipped edge, but this time I catch my 

 guard dropping, tempting me to make the same mistake as before. Realizing this, I stop and move to 

 make myself a drink; having familiarized myself with the bar days ago I whip up my favorite cocktail, a 

 dark and stormy. 



 A few sips in and I can’t help but think that this could be better. Looking at my lonely glass I begin to 

 weigh my options. With a tired sigh I put down my drink and lean against the bar. Reaching out to my 

 glass I close my eyes, imagining the bustle of the bars of the past and the laughter of those close to me. 

 The barkeep slides me my drink in my personal glass, and I whisper their words, “One dark and stormy.” 

 My fingers wrap around a cold glass that has already started to condensate and I immediately bring it to 

 my lips. I take a slow steady drink enjoying the best iteration of this cocktail that I can remember. 

 My moment of satisfaction ends abruptly as my phone chimes not once but twice, and then the room’s 

 phone rings. My ride’s here, and that means my vacation is now officially over. 

 - - - 

 "Our words have weight," the aged and weathered face of my great grandfather explains to me in my 

 sleep. My awareness wakes me up in a cold sweat in the middle of the flight back home. These are my 

 house words, etched onto the family’s crest and passed down from generation to generation. Similar 

 sayings exist as our enemies and competitors like to explain, but we quickly teach them that silence is 

 golden. A simple idea really, that what is said cannot easily be taken back, but there is more to that than 

 just lip service. With nothing to do but to go back to sleep I continue to relive my past in my dreams. 

 "Our words have weight." I was thirteen when I discovered that the saying passed down was a literal 

 expression. It was past midnight, and for whatever reason I tried my best to watch a horror movie that my 

 parents were watching. I should have been sleeping, but I was committed to seeing it, teenage rebellion 

 or something like that. The only light in the house came from the TV screen and as the film went on, I 

 began to jump at the flickering shadows the screen made. At some point I called it quits and I quietly 

 retreated into the darkness of my kitchen. It was there at the apex of my fear that my cat brushed against 

 my leg. The terror I felt exploded from mouth and before I knew it things were falling. Chaos erupted as I 

 tried to run away but each time I turned my head more things fell to the floor, and in a final act of 

 desperation I ran to my parents. 



 Have you ever stepped on a plastic building block? How about hitting your shin on something hard and 

 protruding? Well I did all of that that night, and then some before stumbling into my mother’s arms. When 

 the lights came on the hallway I was in, the kitchen where my cat was, and the living room were littered 

 with broken blocky letters and odd shapes. I took saying getting tripped up on your own words to a new 

 level. The jagged objects were like obsidian but darker, maybe like the space rock in the film. My dream 

 drifts to a date closer to the present, a letter shaped shard of the mystery rock sits in my room, a 

 memento of my first words. 

 - - - 

 Shortly after that the dream ends and eventually the plane touches down. I am awake, but instead of 

 feeling like I’m coming back from a nice break I felt when I left for it. Making my way through the airport I 

 spot a familiar face in the group waiting for the new arrivals. Standing with a cheesy sign I’m too tired to 

 read at this distance and dressed in a three-piece suit is a young woman in the middle of people 

 watching. Our favorite pastime. Soon enough she sees me and waves, holding up the sign that I still can’t 

 make out, regardless I do an exaggerated eye roll and she lights up. 

 Closer now I sign “Good evening Alex.” 

 The smile on her face grows and her braid bounces as she quickly walks up to me, stops and with a head 

 bow says, “Good evening Orator.” They called me a speaker at first, as if I didn’t talk already. Now they 

 call me an orator, one of the best the family has ever seen. Hearing Alex say that has never sat well with 

 me and the displeasure on my face fixes the smile to her face. Formalities aside, tradition appeased, and 

 hidden guards satisfied, she pulls me in for a hug, one that I gladly return. “Missed you love,” she 

 whispers. I missed these hugs more, but I’d never hear the end of it if I told her. 

 Pulling apart from each other, I close my eyes and moving my hands dramatically sign very quickly, “I’m 

 tired. Take me home?” 



 Alex laughs, taking my free hand in hers and says, “Sure.” We walk in silence through the rest of the 

 airport, and then out into the city where winter refuses to make way for spring. Alex breaks the silence 

 with a “Hey.” 

 With both of my hands currently occupied by luggage or her hand, I simply make a curious expression. 

 Alex, having over twenty years to learn and understand my mannerism looks to me notices, smiles 

 knowingly, and continues. 

 “Jack and Jill want to meet us at the playground when we get a chance.” 

 Jack and his sister Jill are good friends of ours, but this is the first time they’ve ever asked me to meet the 

 two away from our usual haunts and then go to the playground. A slight tilt of the head and a small squint 

 is all it takes for my message to get across. 

 Alex shrugs and continues, “I’m not sure why, maybe business on your side, maybe they’re just bored. . . 

 Or they just miss us all hanging out.” 

 I just nod, contemplating the numerous scenarios in my head before Alex gives my hand a squeeze. I 

 return the gesture and smile. Eventually we get to Alex’s car which is coated by a thin layer of ice. As I 

 place my luggage in its trunk, I start thinking on what to say before quickly closing it and getting into the 

 car. With the doors closed and my bottom on cold leather I cave instantly, a brief recollection of a day 

 sitting in Alex’s car without a/c provides me with all the details I need. “It’s too warm in here,” and it’s not 

 long before we roll down the windows to regulate the temperature inside the car. 

 - - - 

 Maybe it was the jetlag, maybe it was how tired I was, it could have been the temperature, but most likely 

 it was being next to Alex again. Whatever it was I fell asleep in her car, and vaguely remember the trip 

 back to the penthouse. It was a nice dreamless sleep, but there is no rest for the weary. My faithful alarm 

 clock, an object whose very existence has been destroyed and reconstructed several times, ever dutifully 

 screeches me awake. It cares not for how little I slept or how well I slept, only that it must wake me up. 



 Before I can even consider erasing it from the world, or just hitting snooze, my phone rings an annoying 

 whistle somewhere in the room. A long-frustrated sigh turns into a groan, part of me dreams it’s a 

 welcome back call, however the rest of me knows better. 

 With some effort I get up, finding and answering the phone knowing full well the call ID doesn’t matter. I 

 answer the phone in silence, not even bothering to bring it to my ear. The caller knowing I answered 

 hangs up almost immediately. The phone buzzes in my hand, a new text message, an address I know by 

 heart and a time, typical. After a few quick stretches I make my way through the rooms looking for Alex. 

 Instead of finding her under her usual early morning spots I quickly realize that she isn’t here, much to my 

 surprise. Though odd and unlike what I know is her usual routine I simply make a small note to check in 

 with her later. 

 I do miss her cooking, but I decided against using my power to recreate my favorite breakfast with her 

 and opt to cook something simple but filling. I do however flex my mental memories and powers to 

 recreate a complex coffee order to not only practice, but to mostly caffeinate. With that done, I begin my 

 usual routine and prepare for the day at a casual pace, killing as much time as possible before leaving for 

 the scheduled meeting. 

 “Morning boss!” Looking to my left as I make my way into the elevator hallway is Jill. Her heavy black 

 overcoat is open, underneath is a wooly grey sweater and in-between both the slight glint of gunmetal 

 from her shoulder holster. It seems things have remained tense since I’ve been gone. Seeing that I’ve 

 gone on to the point of staring Jill pulls back part of her coat with one hand and places the other on her 

 hip. Striking a pose that only Alex could have taught her Jill’s face is one of enjoyment, clearly at my 

 displeasure. “Miss me much?” she says. “Whatever shall I tell Alex…?” She finishes with a wink and I roll 

 my eyes as she lets out a more subdued laugh instead of her high pitch hahas. 

 “Good morning Jill,” I sign, “Seen Alex?” Hands now free, I stretch-out my arms for a hug. 

 She comes in quickly with a smile before ending it just as quickly. “Morning Danny and no. Got here an 

 hour ago and swapped with the sentry since I figured you’d have a job.” 



 With an exaggerated look of dejection, I give a slow nod as we wait for the elevator. 

 She sighs for me. “I’m not surprised,” says while pulling out her phone. She deftly types a text, sends it, 

 angles the phone, takes a selfie with me in it and puts it away. 

 I know the first text was to the top letting them know we’re on the move, but the second, “Why?” I sign 

 as we step into the elevator. 

 “For the group chat that you’re not in,” she states. A response so matter of fact, that I catch myself 

 nodding in acknowledgment before the neurons in my brain properly connect. She hurries out of the 

 elevator before I can get anything out and in moments we are walking out of the building. A brief walk in 

 the cold eventually turns into lunch at a diner, all the while Jill is giving a very condensed and carefully 

 worded update. 

 As I look at the little bullet points that I’ve written into the napkin, Jill passively eats her slice of pie, 

 looking much more at ease and enjoying the atmosphere. Her gaze, however, never stays off the diner’s 

 entrance and kitchen doors for long. From what she’s told me, the various groups of the city both big and 

 small, ours included, are a bit tense. Jill says that’s an understatement. According to Jill, Jack says my 

 absence was not the reason for the uptick in activity, rather a random coincidence. Regardless of what 

 people know or don’t, it has everyone spooked and nervous with some members of leadership downright 

 paranoid. I write something small and slide it to Jill, in small, neat writing is ‘Feds?’ Jill takes a quick look 

 down, before continuing her watch and responds with a barely discernible shrug. Concerning, I think to 

 myself, and as Jill finishes her pie, we move on to pay and leave. 

 Jill, ever the advocate for after meal walks, is oddly quiet as we head towards the meeting point. I quickly 

 put two and two together and notice the distinct lack of everyday people that usually are out and about 

 at this time. Jill does an exaggerated shiver and brings her arms around herself, an action she’s done 

 before to have her hands closer to her holster in civilian settings. We continue onwards and all the while I 

 imagine the weight of my sidearm in one hand and the grip of something more aggressive in the other. 



 An odd sense of familiarity settles over my body, the calm before the storm, though the time of day is 

 horribly off for this. 

 A few, painfully long minutes drift by before we pass the first pair of familiar faces, disguised sentries, and 

 the two of us relax. Only a little experience has taught us well. Finally, we arrive at Jay’s Tailor, an actual 

 custom tailor shop that serves as both a legitimate business and front. Stepping in I’m surprised to see 

 Jack with a guest, actually working his day job. Rather than disturb him, we briefly make eye contact and 

 with a slight tilt of his head we move on. Grabbing a few items off the rack we make our way to the back 

 room, and with the help of the sentry pretending to be an attendant, head downstairs. 

 As the main soundproof door moves out of the way, the sound of tools being sharpened and possibly 

 some screaming reaches us. In this guardroom all the family’s soldiers present rise and bow as we walk in. 

 “Greetings Orator,” they say in unison. I nod and more out of habit wave them down forgetting that they 

 aren’t looking. It’s Jill’s voice that tells them to relax and though they listen, our presence has some of the 

 newer men nervous. Greetings done Jill takes the lead and walks us into Jack’s workshop. Inside are a 

 great number of tools, some for his trade, others for gardening, a few for butchering, and the last bit up 

 to the imagination. One of Jack's attendants is busy sharpening a large dagger while drowning out the 

 noise with his headphones. The door on the far side of the room opens, another of Jack’s attendants 

 walks out wearing the heavy-duty equipment of a butcher, in one hand a meat tenderizer and pliers in the 

 other. They give a half bow and make a small attempt to wipe off some of the gore and viscera on their 

 apron and gloves. 

 I just nod back and start to take off my coat, then hang it on the door’s coat rack before settling into 

 Jack’s large office chair. While this happens, Jill makes herself comfortable next to the sharp objects as we 

 wait for Jack. The wait is longer than expected and, in my annoyance, I have Jill stop the blade sharpener 

 and the other attendant quickly catches on. Immediately the two make themselves scarce as the waiting 

 continues. Almost an hour passes before Jack comes in. Tall and burly with his sleeves already rolled up 

 for what’s to come, with only some of his scars and tattoos visible. Seeing my expression, he offers me a 

 look of apology and says, “Welcome back Danny, sorry I got a bit carried away.” 



 I exhale, forcefully pushing out my annoyance with my breath and stand. Waving my hands like I’m 

 physically trying to wave off my frustrations and his apology since he did nothing wrong. I gesture for a 

 hug to which he pulls me in for a bear hug only he can give, and after he lets go, I can hear Jill hop off the 

 table she’s been sitting at. Onto business then. We go through the far door and into the backrooms to the 

 main interrogation room. The backrooms are dark and dimly lit intentionally, Jack says it messes with 

 people’s heads and sometimes I get flashbacks of a younger me peering from the dark. I don’t question it. 

 Alex would say it’s to hide the stains or check-in, her absence blackens my mood, but no one knows but 

 me. I have a job to do, so I push past the encroaching thoughts and feelings and try to focus. I reach 

 deep into my heart for a specific memory. 

 - - - 

 It’s the witching hour on a warm summer night outside of the city. I’m looking at Alex, her face illuminated 

 by the cities’ technicolor lights. I gingerly place a ring into her hand, watching the lights dance on it 

 before closing her hand with mine. “This will protect you,” my voice painted with concern. 

 - - - 

 “Rings.” In my tight fists I feel the gentle shape of an object I am intimately familiar with. My thoughts 

 linger on the memory, questioning the weakness of my own voice. Burying the memory, my own anger 

 bleeds into my movements as I thrust out my hands in the directions of my escorts. Opening my hands I 

 reveal a pair of beautiful platinum bands, ringed with the power to resist or at least dampen the effects of 

 my words. Weaker, near perfect reflections of the one I made and gave away, tainted by the anger boiling 

 in my chest. 

 Jack and Jill go in together, both tightly holding the ring I’ve given them and hold the door open for me. 

 My target is a woman, and for the briefest of moments her toned frame reminds me of Alex. But then she 

 looks at me, and I know it’s not her, and I succumb completely to my own anger. Exhaling smoke through 

 gritted teeth, I walk into the room, the smoke trailing in my wake. 



 “Greetings,” the word igniting the smoke like a candle as they burst. into a fiery existence behind me. 

 The unnatural blaze drapes me in shadow as the words burn behind me. The captive winces at the 

 sudden brightness and I can feel her fear through the air. “You can call me Orator,” the words send a 

 ripple through the empty space in the room and echo off its flat surfaces. I cup her bloody face in my 

 hands and look her in the eyes, “And I will make you talk.” It is a statement that plants a seed, one that I 

 intend to nurture until it bears fruit, because breaking someone’s mind is never easy. 

 It starts off simple, little mind tricks, things a street performer or magician would be capable of doing. 

 Then things start picking up, and the natural order of things, cause and effect, physics, and more begin to 

 warp. Faced with illogical acts that can only logically be called magic, slowly but surely, she starts to 

 believe that I will make her talk. She’s oddly stoic and the more she holds out the more she reminds me of 

 Alex. And so, my dark deeds become all the more insidious. Standing behind her I hold her head in 

 place, looking out into the dark hall. “Relive your worst nightmare and gaze upon your greatest fear.” She 

 shakes, squirms, and silently screams under my touch. From the darkest corners of the room, I hear the 

 whispers of a dead man. “Remember,” he moans, “Our word. Have weight.” 

 The sound of Jill retching her lunch into the trash can next to her pulls me out of my power trip, the smile 

 on my face disappears, and my pulse starts to slow. Looking back Jill is picking herself up off the ground 

 and Jack steadies himself against the wall. I feel a brief urge to check in on them, however my annoyance 

 drives me to continue working on my guest. “Look at me,” my now willing guest whips their head in my 

 direction as the room shakes, “When someone talks to you, you will listen, and you will obey.” They nod 

 with certainty and conviction, the look in their eyes though it reminds me of the dying. “When you speak, 

 you will speak only the truth. Understand?” 

 She nods, again with the vigor that does not mirror her condition, “…yes,” she croaks, her voice dry and 

 devoid of emotion. 

 Stepping back, I wave the siblings forward before walking out of the room listening to their footsteps 

 follow in uneven steps. We walk back into Jack’s workshop. “Rings,” I order, holding out my bloody 



 hands, and willingly the pair are returned to me. I placed it carefully in my breast pocket and felt their 

 shape on the outside staining my vest. Standing over a sink I begin furiously scrubbing at areas where the 

 blood has dried. I take the briefest of glances into the mirror, and I watch as smoke trails out of my mouth 

 at its edges and the eyes of my youth look back at me in shock. 

 “Hey,” it's Jill, “are you ok?” I blink back into the present still looking at the mirror at my more wary 

 visage. 

 “It’s nothing,” I state. “There’s nothing,” I say before tapping my breast pocket, feeling nothing. I resume 

 washing my now just wet hands with soap as I listen to the silent gestures of the siblings behind me. 

 Tweaking the temperature to feel something I sigh and try to right my current mood to no real effect. 

 “So,” Jill speaks up, having lost whatever argument they were having. “What’s the plan now?” 

 I dry my hands on the towel, refusing to look back into the mirror to see the pair. It’s deliberately slow and 

 part of me stirs uncomfortably in the silence while the other part thrives. Turning to them I sign 

 “Playground?” while I try to return my face to at least something neutral. 

 Whether or not it was the word, my face, or the premise of a break, the two relax visibly and openly share 

 their agreements. Immediately after I put my coat on, we started to leave. Exiting I ignore everyone's face 

 and focus on the now, every step, every nod, every word. I hear Jack instruct his assistants as I’m walking 

 back up and the chorus of “Good work Orator” from the guards. Jill, who is walking on eggshells around 

 me, follows me all the way out and opens the door to both the store and Jack’s car. She goes around and 

 I wave her away before she can join me in the backseats. I close my eyes and listen to her get in the 

 passenger seat, I hear Jack running to the car, and listen to his quickened breathing as he sits down and 

 buckles up. And then we’re off. 

 Ignoring their hushed voices, I try to sleep. Instead, my nightmares find me first. “Our words have 

 weight,” instead of the dignified elder gentleman that was my grandfather, there is only his dead corpse 

 staring through me. I wake in a cold sweat, timed perfectly as we pass the privacy walls around our 



 playground. Driving past the objects that give the place its moniker Jack stops the car in front of a gaudy 

 art deco house, and we quickly get in. The house is bare, aside from the few miscellaneous objects of my 

 memory or furniture Jill’s trying to restore. Pushing open a false wall in the pantry reveals a staircase 

 down. To our surprise there is light seeping through the cracks from the door at the base of the stairs and 

 loud coffeeshop music reverberates up to us. 

 Out of habit I let Jack and Jill go down first, but we all know who’s down there. And as if to prove a point, 

 Alex opens the door for us. The smell of her cooking washes over us, and everyone moves a step faster. I 

 watch her go through the motions, a hug for Jill, a nod and a pat on the back for Jack, a few words for 

 both. She looks at me with a smile and my heart starts pumping feelings back into me. Closer now I see 

 her gentle smile, and her expression one of curiosity accompanied by a hint of concern. “Hi,” I sign, she 

 shakes her head softly and says nothing. She hugs me, and I can feel the powers enshrouding me 

 evaporate, and I hug her back. We part but her hands trail down my arms to hold my hands. Around her 

 neck hanging by a thin silver chain is the platinum band I had made for her. As she takes my hand and 

 pulls me in, I feel the clutches of my power release. I squeeze her hand and she looks back and smiles, 

 and I find my peace. 



 The deep shit I was in began as most 

 things begin with life long lessons or 

 consequences. A death, a Celebration 

 of Life, then just when you think you are 

 going to be okay, your life spins on an 

 old fashioned dime, sending you 

 spinning through space and time until 

 you hit something hard called the 

 school of hard knocks. Mine started with 

 an old fashioned prayer. 

 Dear God, Creator of all, it’s me again, 

 Natalya, Natalya Devine. We talked 

 yesterday before I went to sleep last 

 night. I know you already know this but 

 you said you wouldn’t give me more 

 than I could carry, and right now, the weight is so heavy I can barely crawl. But, this prayer isn’t about me, 

 it’s about my mamma. Please have mercy and help her, mamma, she’s been sick for so long, today has 

 been the worst, she’s in so much pain. Please take her back home, if it is your will, take her quietly in her 

 sleep. She’d like that, she’s not fond of surprises, so handle her with gentle hands. I pray in your love and 

 light, Natalya. 

 Three days later, I thanked Mr. and Mrs. Galliard for setting up the Celebration of Life service. Mamma 

 was burned to ashes just as she requested and poured into an urn for me to set her free at twilight, on her 

 birthday. The service was small, private and held outside at the Black Icy Lake. On that day, the February 

 blue sky was like a song filled with colors. Mamma’s favorite color was blue and it radiated its many hues 

 into the lake. Visions of crystals rippled the waters making this day a brilliant one as if all mamma’s 

 ancestors, ones she never met, designed every intricate detail of the event. The magnificent forever 

 changing green tree in the middle of the lake. Mamma told me it was a magical tree that exists in two 

 places at once. We visit the “Tree of Souls” often to commemorate the Niiji aboriginals, the queens were 

 the ones who gave birth to these lands and planted their seeds in the soil to bring the tree to life. People 

 talked about the living orbs surrounding the Tree of Souls. At night, some would say the tree became a 

 portal to the real world and only the “Chosen Ones” could enter its sacred grounds. Mamma believed it, 



 too. She wasn’t a Chosen One, she was an orphan who never knew her biological parents, and that was 

 why the tree was so important to her. She taught me the ancient language as a child so I could speak to 

 my ancestors, and become a believer, too. 

 I was nervous, this was my first celebration of life but I wasn’t gonna sweat it. My voice was strong, my 

 heart full of love when I spoke about her journey without regret. It was a happy day, a day to celebrate 

 mamma’s life and her departure. There weren't many people so I focused my words directly to mamma, 

 and her only. Everyone stood up and had some kind words to say; the truth was—none of them knew her. 

 Mamma and me, we were private and didn’t have any real friends except the Galliards, and they were 

 basically both our employers. Mamma didn’t mine, she actually liked it that way. And if mamma had a 

 boyfriend, which I suspected she did, she kept him private, too. 

 Right at the end of the service I felt a presence. It didn’t bother me at first because it wasn’t unusual for an 

 unnatural phenomenon to occur and especially while evoking the spirits to our circle, but this time I 

 couldn’t ignore the raised hairs on my skin. I turned to look over my shoulder and across the lake and 

 there he was. A powerful masculine energy, tall and bold with a tawny complexion. Whoever this man 

 was, he didn’t just lean into the tree, he absorbed it like a second skin. One thing I knew was that he was 

 looking directly at me through dark lenses that kept his eyes hidden from mine. He was dressed 

 professionally like Mr. Galliard, white shirt, dark tie beneath a black, calf-length, wool trench coat. His 

 gold jewelry sparkled from the Sunlight above us. I closed my eyes for only a few heartbeats to remoisten 

 them for a better look but when I reopened them he was gone, as if he was nothing more than an 

 apparition. 

 That was weird but it brought me back to this morning before I got dressed. I pulled two tarot cards from 

 mamma’s deck; one for her and one for me, just as I have done everyday since she transitioned. I pulled 

 the Death Card for mamma which meant transition, same as before but for me I was standing on shaky 

 ground. My card was the worst card in the tarot deck, the “Tower” and it meant trouble. Not just regular 

 trouble but catastrophic trouble. It began small and innocuously, as most catastrophes did. A Humming 

 bird flaps its wings, or a snap of a finger somewhere and the wind changes, and like magic a warm air 

 mass hits a cold front off the coast of Florida and before you know it you got a hurricane. Was I worried, 

 hell yes. 

 Once I returned home where mamma and I lived in the cottage behind the Galliard’s big grand house 

 where mamma worked as the head housekeeper. Mrs. Galliard needed a sit-down with me so I got busy. I 

 dusted and shined everything until it sparkled like new again. I stopped when I reached the fireplace, my 



 throat choked out a sound, feeling it all over my body. I tried to swallow it, tears leaked instead. “Just 

 ashes, and memories” I murmured. 

 Abruptly, there was a knock on the front door, snatching me out of my grief. I peeked through the 

 peephole, it was Mrs. Galliard and she was early. I wiped my tears away, I had been pretending this day 

 was a happy one, it wasn’t. I was now an orphan and the one person that I knew loved me unconditionally 

 was gone. And the one person that I needed unconditional love from was on the other side of the door. 

 Begging was not an option, but I wasn’t going to totally toss it out. Mamma wasn’t here, she was the one 

 who did all the finagling, leaving me here alone without a relative to call, I was at Mrs. Galliard’s mercy. 

 Dammit, I hated that. 

 Straightening my clothes, I put on my best smile and opened the door, still pretending. I greeted Mrs. 

 Galliard, thanking her again for taking care of the Celebration of Life service. Before I could even conjure 

 the words to make arrangements with Mrs. Galliard, she sat me down at the small kitchenette table. Her 

 persona became professional with concern in her blue eyes when she told me that all the contact 

 numbers mamma listed as contacts were no longer in service, or were wrong numbers. I just stared at her 

 wide eyed—like what did she want me to do? 

 “What about your father? Do you have any information on him or his family whereabouts?” 

 “Uh… No, she wasn’t married and when I asked she told me my father was a donor from a sperm bank.” I 

 replied, shifting my weight on my padded chair. 

 “I see,” she said, and I grabbed the moment. “I will be sixteen, July 7th.” 

 She interrupted me with her hand in the air. My gut tightened, I placed my hands on my lap out of her 

 view, she didn’t need to see that I was nervous. 

 “Mr. Galliard and I” she said, scanning my expression. “We will try to find your family but in the meantime 

 you can move into Beatrice’s room, she will be moving into the cottage as head-housekeeper. So, I am 

 going to need you to pack up all your personal belongings and take her old room.” Mrs. Galliard said, 

 and stood up looking around the cottage. 



 “Very good,” she said with a bright smile appreciating our upkeep of the cottage for the past six years. I 

 stood up, pushing the chair back beneath the table. 

 “You will still be responsible for the maintenance of the garden and your other chores, your salary will be 

 increased by one dollar an hour, everything else will stay the same. You are old enough now, as you said, 

 you will be sixteen, you are now responsible for your own education, school work, and scheduling 

 appointments.” She said and added, “You agree?” 

 “Yes, I agree. Thank you, thank you so much” I said with my head bobbing up and down like one of those 

 dashboard bobble-head dolls. 

 She headed for the door and stopped in her tracks and turned around to face me. 

 “Could you have the cottage cleared out by this Friday? Evening would be best, so we can make this an 

 easy transition for Beatrice?” 

 “Yes, of course, Mrs. Galliard.” I said, and she smiled and left. 

 I slowly exhaled, and then my energy gyrated upward into a happy dance, shimming my shoulders and 

 dancing from the kitchen to the bedroom where I flopped down on mamma’s bed. 

 Monday, school was uneventful as usual—no friends meant, no condolences and I told myself, I liked it 

 that way. I sat in class, way in the back, out of sight, out of mind, just as I always did in every class. Not 

 that it mattered, I was never called upon. My problem was my brain, mamma told me that I was a 

 preemie, I could fit in the palm of her hand. Maybe my brain never caught up with the rest of my body 

 cause I couldn’t stay focused in class even if my life depended upon it. This was one of many reasons why 

 I was held back, not just once but twice. Last year with the help of “YouTubers” I self diagnosed my 

 condition; I had ADHD. The professionals called it attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. No way was I 

 gonna tell mamma that her child was broken, she would have wanted to pay money to have me fixed. 

 Our bank account carried a negative, and our one and only private savings, “Pinky” our piggy bank, a 

 euphemism for college funds, it, too, was exhausted. Mamma had enough problems, and now by the 

 grace of God she was free of them. 



 Friday came in a flash, and the good news: everything was cleaned and packed and ready for the move. 

 Dishes, silverware, pots and pans, furnishings came with the cottage, along with the appliances. Rent 

 came out of our salaries, and everything else they thought we owed. To my surprise everything I didn’t 

 toss in the garbage bin could fit inside two garbage bags, and one backpack. The bad news: I broke one 

 of the mixing bowls that came in a set. 

 Exhausted, it was getting late and already past four o’clock, I promised Mrs. Galliard that I would be out 

 before 5PM. I set the two bags by the door next to my backpack and took a long hot shower, brushed my 

 teeth and put on clean clothes. I took a final once-over of the cottage with mamma’s urn cradled in one 

 arm, two trash bags tight in grip with my backpack strapped to my back and turned off the light. 

 I opened the door. A tall dark shadow blocked my way, I stepped back dropping the two garbage bags, 

 but I held on tight to mamma’s ashes.  Right when a scream bubbled in my throat, the Galliards called out 

 my name, from behind him. “Natalya, it’s okay, it’s okay!” 

 “Who are you?” I asked in frantic huffs with my free hand covering my mouth, not allowing the scream to 

 escape. Then I remember the apparition, the man that had disappeared at the Black Icy Lake. 

 “You were at the service, what are you doing here?” I asked, looking into chocolate brown eyes, removing 

 my hand from my mouth. There was something strange about this man, something I couldn’t touch, could 

 barely see, but it was there right at the edge of an empty space. 

 Mamma’s eyes were a strange gray, a silvery gray like mine, but there was something odd about the 

 shape of his chocolate brown eyes, something familiar. Questions of who this man could possibly be 

 started percolating in my brain. Couldn’t be family, we had none. And, even so, why now? 

 Mr. Galliard moved past the stranger and stood next to me when I stepped back into the security of the 

 cottage. Mr. Galliard opened the folder in his hand to show me documents. 

 Tucking my hair back, I squinted at them, as if I knew what I was looking at. 

 “These documents,” he said, flipping one sheet after another. 



 “They state that Mr. Remy Monstroff is your father, he and your mother never divorced so he now has 

 legal rights over you. The documents are legally binding, therefore he has every right to take you to his 

 home and provide for you. They are signed by the court, here is the Judge’s name, Judge Leon Prescott.” 

 He pointed with his index finger, and then handed them to me. 

 “You’re wrong,” I said, shoving the papers back to him, watching them sail to the floor. “Mamma used a 

 sperm donor.” I said tersely, Mr. Galliard snatched one paper at a time out of the air before hitting the 

 floor. 

 “Natalya!” Mrs. Galliard said, I rolled my eyes from her to Mr. Galliard. He straightened his body to his full 

 height and shook his head, as if I cared. 

 “Sorry, it’s true, your mother sent for him before she died and made a video from her cell phone as her 

 last will and testament.” He said placing the documents back into the folder. 

 “I don’t believe you, either of you!” I shouted, taking a step back. “So what you are telling me, Mr. 

 Galliard, is that any-old-body can just walk in here and say they’re my daddy and take me away?” I said 

 curtly, hands fisted on my hips, looking buck eyed crazy as they bounced from Mr. Galliard to Mrs. 

 Galliard, and then rested on Mr. Monstroff. 

 “I want to see this video mamma made.” I said, trembling not from cold but fear, fear they were right and 

 I was wrong. 

 “If you are telling the truth, you shouldn’t have a problem showing me the video, otherwise…” I said, 

 never swaying my eyes from Monstroff’s gaze. 

 “I’m sorry, but I am not your daughter, I am not going anywhere with you and no one here can make me.” 

 I said to the imposter, feeling weak as if my legs could no longer carry my weight. My backpack felt as if I 

 was carrying bricks inside of it. I shimmed out of it and hooked the straps on the chair’s headrest, and 

 used it as support. 

 “Natalya, I verified Remy Monstroff’s identity to make sure he was who he said he was. If it wasn’t true we 

 would not be standing here.” Mr. Galliard said adamantly, placing his hand on my shoulder radiating 

 empathy. 



 His eyes swiveled to the tall imposter. 

 “Remy Monstroff, he is your father, your biological father.” Mr. Galliard said, removing his hand from my 

 shoulder right before I pushed it away. 

 “Natalya, I understand your confusion, and why you are upset, I would be, too. I will show you the video 

 and then you must get your things so we can be on our way. There is no need to prolong the inevitable. 

 You understand?” He said unwaveringly, but I wasn’t gonna let him bully me. 

 “Yeah, okay, but only if it’s legit.” I said with my hand out, my chin in the air. 

 Monstroff handed me his cell phone, I sat down at the kitchen table and kept telling myself “don’t you 

 dare cry,” just as tears ran down my cheeks when I pressed my finger on the screen to start the video. 

 Mamma was wearing a blue bandana with two long plaits, ones I braided earlier that morning, hung 

 down her chest. Mamma was beautiful even in her darkest hour. Her words were soft, and maybe no one 

 else could tell, but I knew she was in severe pain that day. 

 I watched mamma’s face, and listened to her words. Her last Will and Testament. She started the video 

 saying, “Everything that’s mine is yours,” and then she told me that Remy Monstroff was my father, and 

 that I have two brothers, Wesley and Tyler. I couldn’t breathe, my world spun on that dirty dime. My hand 

 grabbed my chest and I rubbed it in circular motions, it felt so tight. She told me that my father, Remy, 

 would explain everything. EVERYTHING, she repeated, he promised me. He is a man of his word, and I 

 trust him. I am so sorry Bubbles, I thought I had more time. She told me she loved me and “don’t forget 

 the Tree of Souls, search for the guardians,” she said, looking directly at me. Then she added emphasis to 

 the word remember. “Remember, Bubbles, we went over this at the lake many times before I got really 

 sick. I wrote the symbol in the dirt, the one I told you how important it was for you to remember. She 

 perked up. I will see you then even if you can’t see me, I will be there. I love you so much, she said. A 

 single tear fell from my eye splashing on the cell phone glass screen just when the door opened and it 

 was me. I asked her, “Mamma, what you doing on the phone?” And she clicked it off, the screen went 

 black. 

 “Why didn’t she tell me, I had just walked into the room, she could have told me then.” 



 I couldn’t stop crying, just seeing her as if it happened yesterday. I relived the pain, all her suffering, all 

 my suffering all over again. The day she died, the coroner’s van, all of it. 

 “Oh God!” I murmured, unable to stop the pain, or my long forgotten tears. I handed Remy Monstroff his 

 cell phone. 

 Monstroff rubbed my back, and when I felt I couldn’t sit any longer, I stood up full of tears and memories, 

 not knowing whether to run, jump or scream. He pulled me into his warm embrace. I wanted to push him 

 away, but I couldn’t. I felt like a lost child, and needed someone to hold me, tell me it was okay for me to 

 be upset, to be angry at mamma. I cried in his arms until I couldn’t cry any longer, and he let me. 

 I don’t know how long I cried but when I stopped Mrs. Galliard picked up the two trash bags and handed 

 them to me, her arm wrapped around my shoulder and squeezed it. 

 “See, it all turned out, you have family after all.” Her blue eyes gazed into mine with a mixture of sorrow 

 and glee. 

 Both men talked for another five minutes and exchanged business cards. Mr. Galliard’s brows shot up to 

 his hairline when he looked at Monstroff’s black business card. 

 Monstroff's voice was strong, it carried an accent that was deep and powerful. His aura was no different 

 than his voice. His energy made me feel intimidated and from Mr. Galliard expression after looking at his 

 business card, maybe I had a reason. 

 The stranger was my father, mamma said it, I was now his property. It would be his responsibility to 

 explain everything to me about why mamma left, and about how she could leave my two older brothers 

 behind. What could have been so horrific to make a mother leave her children and never speak of them? 

 Why didn’t she tell me, why did she lie and tell me my father came from a sperm bank? Now, I learned 

 that she trusted him. Trust came with responsibility, that was what she taught me. 

 The driver was introduced as Felix, he opened the car door for Monstroff and me. The Galliards waved 

 from the sidewalk when the SUV pulled away from the curb with my personal belongings and mamma’s 

 ashes in the rear compartment. 



 “It’s going to be awhile,” he said. 

 “Okay,” I said, looking out the window at my old neighborhood. 

 Turning to his voice, he asked me about school. I told him everything except that I was failing, had failed. 

 We shared more small talk, mostly about me until I asked him about my brothers. He was excited to talk 

 about Wesley and Tyler, I felt as if I already knew them bout time he finished. When I asked him about 

 what he did? He told me that he was the CEO of Monstroff Pharmaceuticals, a huge company based in 

 San Francisco, with others located in Los Angeles, New York, Washington and Texas.  He was vague when 

 he talked about himself as if it made him uncomfortable. When I mentioned mamma, and talked about 

 her, he perked up, but when I talked about how sick she got he was non responsive. I straight up asked 

 the most important question; why did mamma leave him and my brothers? He said it was complicated, 

 and promised me that he would give me answers to all my questions but not right now, it was not 

 conducive to either of us. I could feel his sadness, it glowed all around his aura pulling me into his gloom. 

 Right before I opened my mouth to tell him that I wanted to know, now. His cell phone chimed. 

 “I have to take this, are you going to be okay?” He asked, waiting for me to answer. 

 “I’m good,” I said, and turned to the window. By the time he ended his call, we reached our destination, 

 and to my surprise Monstroff didn’t live far, he wasn’t even two hours away—like what the hell. 

 Monstroff house was ten times bigger than the Galliards, in a swanky upscale neighborhood. It was lit up 

 like a holiday, and how was I supposed to live here? This was insane. 

 “This is your new home,” Monstroff said. 

 Felix, the driver, went through a security gate to an underground garage where two men were waiting. 

 Felix handed one of the two men my bags and mamma’s urn. 

 “Hey,” I said to Felix. Monstroff intervened telling me they would take my things to my bedroom. 

 Once inside the grand mansion because any other description would be an understatement. 



 “Holy Christ, look at this place,” I murmured to myself. 

 I stood in the middle of the foyer, which looked like the home of the elite with the familiar glass, gold and 

 marble motif. I turned slowly, remembering pictures from magazines of luxurious homes. How could I ever 

 fit in here, this was someone else’s life not mine. I was not about to allow all the razzmatazz to hepatize 

 me into forgetting who I was. 

 A humongous sparkling gold chandelier captured my attention with crystals raining down in a spiral of 

 beauty and the twin marble staircases came into view. Golden handrails that curved up to the second and 

 third floor landings, each with a beautifully decorated veranda. One to the east and one to the west. I felt 

 like I was in a dream experiencing all this madness from a third person perspective. 

 Two guys, I imagined my brothers as they walked down the west staircase from the second floor landing. 

 Tears filled my eyelids because I thought I would be angry, mad as hell, they were both old enough to 

 look for her themselves but the closer they got, my anger subsided. I saw mamma in those strange gray 

 eyes that we all shared. They both smiled at me, like her with a split between their upper front teeth. I 

 looked like him, their father with the same complexion and cheek dimples. 

 I didn’t want them to see me crying, so I swiped my wet cheeks quickly. Monstroff introduced us. 

 Natalya, this is Wesley, he is your oldest brother. This is Tyler. Boys, this is Natalya, your sister, named after 

 your grandmother, Macaira Atalya.” 

 “Nice to meet you, I’ve been looking forward to this day ever since dad told us about you.” Wesley said, 

 hugging me. 

 “I’m sorry, I never knew about you guys, until today. I never knew about your dad.” I said, taking a step 

 back from Wesley, and then Tyler stepped forward, and hugged me with vigor. I probably held on to him 

 a little longer than I should, it felt good. I missed mamma so much even though she never told me about 

 my family. Wesley and Tyler both felt like mamma, they looked so much like her, same dark smooth 

 complexion. 

 “I am going to show you to your boudoir, we all pitched in.” Tyler said, taking my hand to lead me up the 

 staircase. 



 “What he is trying to say is that we got most of our ideas from our next door neighbor, Paige. 

 “And, before you ask, yes. Her parents named her Paige, you’ll meet her later.” 

 “This place is amazing,” I said, walking up the stairs. 

 “You haven’t seen nothing yet,” Tyler said. 

 “Natalya, I’ll be up in a minute, I need to check on your grandmother. She can’t wait to meet you.” 

 Monstroff said and turned and walked away. 

 Everything was beautiful and especially my bedroom. Tyler talked about everyone he thought I should 

 know about and especially his best friend next door, Ashner and his twin sister Paige. Paige was 

 responsible for decorating my bedroom. 

 “She did a wonderful job. I never imagined, EVER, having a bedroom like this. I’ve only seen them in 

 magazines and on television.” I said, looking around at all the beautiful furnishings, which looked very 

 expensive, and the fireplace just topped it off. 

 I couldn’t believe this was happening. It was exciting but also frightening. I couldn’t explain it, I felt so out 

 of place as if I was a dark smudge on an expensive piece of white carpet. 

 Monstroff walked into the room and asked Wesley and Tyler to let me rest before last meal. 

 “Last meal,” I questioned. 

 “Um, yes,” Wesley responded, “It’s the last meal of the day.” He leaned up against the wall. “The family 

 gets together twice a day, everyday; at breakfast which is buffet style, and last meal, served in a formal 

 setting.” He was all hands when he talked. 

 “And lunch?” I asked. 



 “Lunch, you’re on your own.” Wesley added, looking over his shoulder at Monstroff. 

 “Hey, Dad, did you tell her about the Matrilineal Skull?” 

 “Wesley, not now.” Monstroff said with a hint of exasperation. 

 “It’s a family heirloom that’s passed down from the matriarchs of the family, meaning it can only be 

 passed down to the girls.” Tyler said, tilting his head to look at me. “That means you!” He smiled. 

 “What? I don’t understand.” 

 Monstroff shooed them out of my bedroom and said, “Dinner in an hour.” 

 “Okay,” I said, closing the door. 

 I was finally alone with time to think. I was in a new world with two brothers and a father and a 

 grandmother who I was named after. And now to add to my plate a Matrilineal Skull, what the hell. 

 This was one freaky Friday, one I would never forget. I had a family! I flopped down on the big bed and 

 laughed my ass off and then I cried. I cried like a baby. For some reason, I felt I was betraying mamma by 

 loving what Monstroff was offering me. Dammit, I need to know why my mother left this lifestyle for one 

 of servitude. 

 I dressed in the same outfit I wore at the Celebration of Life, it was the nicest outfit I owned. A cream 

 colored pantsuit with a matching turtleneck sweater. I wore a uniform to school, so there was no need for 

 fancy clothes. I slipped on my black uniform shoes and checked myself out in the floor mirror. 

 There was a knock on my bedroom door, it was Tyler. He walked in looking like an expensive dressed 

 mannequin. 

 “Wow, you dress like that every night for dinner?” 



 “Yes, it comes with its perks since we wear boring uniforms to school. Unfortunately, that would include 

 you.” 

 “I’m used to it, I don’t mine, but what about what I am wearing,” I said turning around. “Am I dressed 

 okay?” I asked. 

 “You look marvelous.” He said, smiling. “Our family will love you no matter what you are wearing.” 

 I closed my bedroom door and we walked side-by-side down the corridor. 

 He pointed to the door before mine. “That’s my room in case you need someone to talk to, or want to 

 play a video game… or whatever. I am here for you.” He said, tipping a pretend hat with a low bow. 

 “Really, that’s so sweet, thank you, Tyler,” I said. 

 “You know, when dad told us what happened to mom, we were really upset because dad thought she 

 would return one day, so did Macaira, she was really heart broken it wasn’t until dad told her about you, 

 she finally came out of her quarters,” he said, then stopped, and closed his eyes for a few heartbeats. He 

 reopened them and looked at me. 

 “I am so damn happy you are here. Mom didn’t return but she sent you.” 

 He smiled and so did I, but I had to clear up things. 

 “You know we lived less than two hours away, why didn’t your dad look for my mamma?” I said. 

 “That’s another long story that’s not mine to tell. You can ask father and he will tell you. I know he 

 probably gives you the impression of this formidable man, and he is, but he also has a soft spot for 

 family.” Tyler said and then asked me questions about mamma. 

 I continued talking about mamma and he hung on to every word smiling until we entered what he called 

 the formal dining room, not to be mistaken for the grand dining room. 



 Everything was so formal, even the introductions. This was insane, even Remy Monstroff’s mixture of 

 family and close friends. My grandmother, her name was Atalya Catherine, and she wasn’t as old as I 

 thought she would be, she was very attractive and looked to be around the same age as mamma. She 

 was an elder with a title to her name. They called this class of women Macairas, they were the women 

 who possessed a Matrilineal Skull. I didn’t quite understand but they were like oracles or something. I was 

 to call her Macaira Atalya when I was introduced to her. I could feel her energy while contemplating if I 

 should hug her, shake her hand, or curtsy. 

 “Welcome, welcome,” she gushed as I stepped forward. Her warm enthusiasm and joy washed over me 

 in waves. For a moment, I was afraid she was going to hug me, but she just clasped my hands and gaped 

 at me with her familiar sparkly gray eyes. 

 Remy Monstroff stood next to her. 

 “Macaira Atalya, this is my daughter, your granddaughter Natalya,” he said with his chest puffed out as if I 

 meant something to him. 

 “Of course, she is, she carries Arriale’s essence,” Macaira Atalya said, and who hadn’t taken her eyes off 

 me for a moment, smiled wider. I swore I felt her heart literally glowing with delight, but there was a 

 sadness hidden behind that smile. 

 “The pleasure is all mine, my dear Natalya, it’s so nice to finally meet you. Welcome to your new home!” 

 she said. And this time she did throw her arms around me. 

 Feeling awkward, I gently patted her back until she finally released me. 

 “Everyone calls me Macaira Atalya, but I insist you call me grandmother. Between the two of us, Macaira 

 Atalya is way too formal to be used amongst the matriarch and ascendance matriarch, is it not?” She 

 laughed merrily. 

 “This is your grandfather, Curtis.” She said and he clasped my hand into his, and gently pulled them up to 

 his lips with a tender kiss. “It’s my pleasure to meet you,” he said, staring into my eyes. He, too, had 

 strange gray eyes. 



 “It’s nice to meet you Grandfather Curtis,” I said, unsure of what to say next. 

 “This place really is beautiful – I can’t wait to see the rest of it.” I said. 

 “Of course, of course. You’ll get the grand tour in good time. But for now you need to enjoy a nice hot 

 meal,” Grandmother said and sat down with grandfather at her side. 

 Remy Monstroff guided me with a wave of his hand to the empty seat next to grandmother and he sat 

 down next to me. All I could think about during dinner was that my grandmother had a title like a queen 

 and that I seriously needed help with my table etiquettes, if I was going to join them for dinner every 

 evening. 

 After dinner and dessert, everyone moved into what they called the “Tea Room,” which meant alcoholic 

 drinks and plenty of conversation and gossip. Remy Monstroff passed me around like the torch at the 

 Olympic Games, everyone wanted to meet me, and treated me like a princess with the utmost respect. I 

 spent much of my time talking with Paige, she was a breath of fresh air, down to earth. It was mind 

 boggling when more people around my age joined us. They were equally excited to meet me, which 

 included boys. I wasn’t expecting that kind of attention, and it was all good. Remy Monstroff excused me 

 from my guest and asked me to sit with my grandmother and grandfather. 

 “You wanted to know about the Matrilineal Skull, your grandmother, she is more than excited to explain it 

 to you. I wouldn’t want to take the opportunity away from her, it is not my position to do so. But, if there 

 is anything you don’t understand, you can always come to me. I will always be here to interpret my world 

 to you, so you can understand who I am, who they are and how we all fit together collectively, so you can 

 acclimate into the family. I am currently moving my calendar around for time for us. You can always come 

 to me.” He repeated sincerely, taking my hand into his, he kissed my hand just like his father and looked 

 into my eyes, “I’ll be at the bar if you need me.” He said, leaving me alone with his parents. 

 Crossing my legs, I listened to grandmother explain the Matrilineal Skull, the importance of it, how it 

 came about and what it meant to her people. “Our people,” she said, correcting herself to include me 

 into the equation. Grandfather Curtis sat at her side, he listened in and would ask me a question 

 periodically to make sure I understood what Macaira was saying. He probably noticed my attention 

 floating elsewhere. I tried harder to listen but there was so much going on around me. I finally horned into 



 her conversation when she said that she would be passing the Matrilineal Skull down to me, and it would 

 become my responsibility as the next matriarch on her family tree. 

 “It’s a high privilege,” she said, and boy did it come with a lot of rules, code of practices and 

 responsibilities, ones that toppled my existing obligation. 

 I was already full to my limit, plus I just got here, she didn’t even know me. She looked as if she wanted an 

 answer right here and now. How could I tell her that what she was asking of me I wasn’t even sure I 

 wanted to be a member. Grandmother was adamant in her tone and elegant words, telling me that I had 

 no choice in the matter. As the next matriarch, I needed daughters and lots of them, how crazy was that. 

 Our people’s very survival depended upon me—a nobody. That was a lot of shit, maybe I didn’t quite 

 hear everything, but it was enough for me to know that I didn’t need anyone else depending on me. And 

 especially an entire community. 

 “No, nooo… no…” I said with the snap of my chin. “I am only fifteen, and I have no idea what I want to 

 do with my life. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if I graduated out of high school at the age of twenty-five. 

 Y’all depending on me, I don’t want that. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but none of this makes any 

 sense to me.” I said and she looked just as confused as I was. 

 “Sorry, grandmother, you need to find someone else. Sorry, it’s just not me.” I said and excused myself. 

 I got lost before I found my way back to the stairs. Walking around in circles, I eventually found my 

 bedroom. This place was like a humongous maze. I locked my door behind me and hunkered down falling 

 into a blissful well needed slumber after placing the Matrilineal Skull on my back mental burner to allow it 

 to simmer, not burn. 

 The next day, at breakfast, my grandmother treated me with the same enthusiasm, and so did everyone 

 else. I figured they were respecting my decision by giving me space. School was next on my schedule, not 

 that I was anticipating it but it went okay. Paige, Ashner’s twin sister, she didn’t change, she was still the 

 same person I met last night. She volunteered to help me with table etiquettes, and told me it would give 

 us more time together. I never had friends, so this felt like a gift from the Creator. 



 News got around fast, throughout the day students would walk up to me with pleasant smiles, asking me 

 questions about the ceremony, my consort, ladies in waiting, I haven't a clue of what they were talking 

 about, what could I say—nothing. I smiled. 

 During lunch, I sat with my brothers, Ashner, and Paige. When we were leaving a group of girls corner us, 

 asking more questions. Thank goodness I had Paige with me. 

 “You get special privileges, like all day long.” They all sing-sang the same message with different 

 expressions. 

 “Is that right?” I asked, just when a question bubbled in my brain, and slipped out of my mouth. 

 “Why are you guys tripping off me? Aren’t any of you matriarchs of your family’s tree?” I asked, searching 

 the friendly faces for one to answer my question. 

 “Not everyone has a family skull because it follows particular families’ bloodline, and we’re tripping off 

 you Natalya because although we are not directly in your family’s bloodline, we are still all connected. ” 

 She added, “by the way my name is Natasha,” she smiled. 

 “That’s right,” one of the other girls said. “It’s passed down from mother to daughter, and if there are no 

 daughters in that bloodline to pass it down to, that’s the end of that matriarch's reign.” 

 “They’re both right, Natalya. If you don’t accept the crown your family’s communication will be cut-off, 

 and they will never be able to enter their family’s place on the celestial throne, it would be gone forever in 

 this life cycle. Not just them but everyone connected to them by second or third blood. You understand 

 the predicament Macaira Atalya is in, her back up against the wall. You are her ONLY descendent, you 

 and hopefully, one day, not any time soon, your daughter, or daughters will all carry the direct blood of 

 your ancestors.” Paige said with a smile. 

 “To be honest, it sounded nice, I could use some special privileges in my life, and maybe a little magic to 

 change my grades.” I said, laughing and once I looked at their faces, I realized my little joke fell flat. 



 Paige and the other girls looked at one another as if I just wasn’t getting it, and maybe I wasn’t but I 

 needed time to think. Too much stuff was coming at me at once and I didn’t like it. 

 “I simply am not gonna make any decision until I fulfill my mamma’s request, and then I would consider 

 it.” I said, hiking my backpack high on my shoulder. 

 Paige said that was fair, and apologized for coming off so harsh and if it was her she would have done the 

 same. 

 I came clean and told her the truth. “I find it hard to say no and I hate this about myself.” 

 “It is okay to say no!” Paige said, with a chuckle. “Listen, when you do, you really feel better about 

 yourself because it means that you are setting priorities and taking control of your time and space. We 

 shouldn’t feel guilty about saying no.” 

 I thanked her for reminding me, because I felt terrible how I talked to my grandmother, and today she 

 acted like everything was right as rain. Paige was fun to be around and I was learning how to be in the 

 world instead of only observing it. 

 The worst part of this day was that I was still two grades behind, they were even thinking about a third for 

 heaven’s sake. That evening once Monstroff found out that I was not the sharpest tool in the shed, he 

 hooked me up with a tutor for four of my classes. Ashner, another genius like my brother Wesley, signed 

 up for the job. I didn’t know how I felt about someone else finding out what I already knew. Yeah. 

 After two weeks with Ashner, a very handsome Ashner, my grades were starting to climb from Ds to Cs. 

 People tend to fall for their teachers, and that was me. I was starting to fall, until I caught myself. The 

 twins had that kind of effect over me. I wasn’t used to so much attention, and friendships. I hope it was for 

 me and not the matrilineal privilege crap. I had been so busy, I didn’t have time to talk to Monstroff or my 

 grandmother. They were just as busy as I was. So, I put off our big conversation for another day. 

 I spent the entire weekend over at the twins, most of it was studying to pull up a prayer aiming for all Bs. 

 During one of Ashner and my breaks, I told him about mamma's last wish, and how she was depending 

 on me to remember a symbol that I had forgotten. I needed this symbol but I wasn’t even sure why or 

 what I was supposed to do with it. He told me that he knew someone who could possibly help me. 



 Monday, at school, Ashner pointed out this guy, and I knew him. I didn’t know him personally because he 

 had been eye-stalking me from a distance since my first day. Several times, I caught him staring, he’d cut 

 his eyes. Ashner said his name was Dijon Black and his grandfather was a self proclaims Wowen. Wowens 

 were adept voodoo gurus and that he was exactly the person I needed. 

 Ashner and Dijon were once really good friends until earlier this year when they returned back to school 

 after the Christmas break. The first day back Dijon gave him the cold shoulder, and then ghosted him. 

 Dijon apparently traded him in, picking up with other scholarship kids from his own district. When Ashner 

 tried to approach him Dijon came up with some lame excuse about his schedule being full. 

 “Eventually, I got the message, and dropped it.” Ashner said with animated hands. “We had been friends 

 for… what… um… two years. We hooked up on his first day since he transferred here from Haven High.” 

 Ashner said. He slightly dipped his chin at one of the male jocks passing by us. 

 When we stopped at my locker, another guy walked up and gave him one of those male comradely 

 greetings, something all guys do instead of a high-five. 

 “You coming right?“ 

 “You know it,” Ashner said. 

 The guy was introduced as Tristan, and was white as snow and not an albino. After he left Ashner told me 

 he was a Solisian. I told him that I never heard of Solisians. “You will soon, don’t worry about it,” he said. 

 After that I noticed other guys and girls with that same complexion, pale eye color, and hair, including a 

 couple teachers. 

 “The only guy I am worried about is Dijon. You have to introduce me to him, or ask him if his grandfather 

 would see me, or do I need an appointment?” 

 “There he is, right over there, at his locker,” Ashner said, thrusting his chin toward him. 



 “Please, go and ask him.” I pleaded, feeling awkward from my attitude but when  Ashner walked over 

 following my command, I felt a little power zing through me. They exchanged words and then Ashner 

 waved me over. 

 Dijon was tall, dark and handsome, with sheepish golden brown eyes and full gorgeous lips. He wore the 

 latest hairstyle; nicely trimmed, shaved and lined to perfection with curls twisted at the crown. He was 

 about six-two with the body of a basketball player. He made his school’s uniform look good. When I 

 walked over Ashner introduced us and he just stared at me for a moment until I told him my story. It was 

 pretty much the same story I told Ashner. 

 He wasn’t sure if his grandfather could help me but I could drop by later and ask him. Ashner told him he 

 would bring me after school, if that was okay. Dijon nodded and walked away. There was a sadness about 

 him, as if Ashner, or someone Ashner knew hurt him. I knew that look all too well, you keep the pain 

 hidden to yourself. 

 “If anybody knew how to get on the island of souls, Baba Yayga would.” Ashner said and continued to 

 tell me how everyone in Hillshire goes to the lower district for all their hard to find potions and spells, 

 black and white. And, of course, all the paraphernalia that are associated with organic medicinal plants. 

 Ashner pulled up in front of Dijon’s old fashion home. Most homes looked as if they took care of them 

 whereas others not so much. 

 There was a chill in the air and it carried all the delicious aromas from all the houses in a two block radius. 

 It got stronger as we walked up the stairs, making my stomach growl a little. The water sprinkler was 

 watering the lawn. It smelt like fresh cut grass. Ashner rang the doorbell. He looked at me and told me 

 that he missed coming here to hang out with Dijon and his grandfather. 

 “God, it smells good, like fried chicken.” Ashner said. 

 Hold on, Dijon said, wearing thick white and black checkerboard socks  and closed the door. 

 “Rude,” I said, a little irritated. I was tired and I had a mental note to ask Macaira if she could make time 

 for me on Monday so I could apologize for my attitude. 



 A moment later, the door swung open. 

 “Come in, and please forgive my grandson, he’s in the kitchen helping out.” 

 “No problem,” Ashner said. 

 “What can I do for you?” 

 “Baba Yayga, I’m Ashner, remember me, my dad and I, we came to you a month ago about a curse on my 

 father’s golf clubs.” 

 “Oh, yes, that devilish demon Puck.” He said, “We missed you around here, whatever’s going on, you 

 boys need to fix it, good friends are hard to find.” 

 “This is Natalya, she needs your assistance.” 

 “Mr. Yayga, nice to meet you.” 

 “Please child, it’s just Baba Yayga, or Yayga.” He said, swinging the door open wide. 

 “Come with me.” He said and we followed behind him. 

 “Dijon, you in the kitchen?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Watch that hot-water cornbread, and don’t let it burn.” 

 “You have a seat,” he said, moving some papers with drawings that looked like sigils on them off the love 

 seat and placed them on the desk. 



 “You are Macaira Atalya’s granddaughter, the girl everyone making such a fuss over, and my grandson 

 can’t stop talking about.” 

 Ashner cocked a brow bumping into my shoulder. 

 “Yes, that would be me.” I said, hunching my shoulder at Ashner. 

 “Well, well, wait until I tell the folks at Jupiter’s they ain’t gonna believe it. The Matrilineal Princess in my 

 home. You want something to drink?” 

 “Thank you, but not right now.” I said and Ashner followed with a maybe later. 

 “Well, I’ll just have to insist you both stay for dinner.” Baba Yayga said. 

 “Ashner go help Dijon in the kitchen and tell him I said don’t let that hot-water cornbread burn, you gotta 

 flip it and to check on the Mac-n-Cheese in the oven. Thank you, son,” he said. 

 Turning around to face me, he said, “Have you ever heard of other dimensions, the multiverse, the matrix, 

 other realms, paradoxes?” 

 “No, not in the sense you are probably referring to,” I said, feeling disappointed. I didn’t think this 

 evening was gonna be about school lessons. I looked around to see if anyone was watching before 

 turning back to him. 

 “Okay, let me explain. Dijon told me why you needed me. And in order for you to accept what I have to 

 say you must understand this reality and what you perceive as the universe. You are trying to put your 

 mother’s ashes on a sacred island, an island filled with its own magic and magic wards. Wards are 

 impenetrable, like a black box made out of titanium steel, without an entrance or exit. You see, the only 

 way you get in or out is if you have the perfect combination. And that combination is magic, earth magic 

 when dealing with the elements.” 

 “No, I didn’t know that. 



 “Maybe she thought I would figure it out, I have no idea. Maybe, she thought I would go to Monstroff.” I 

 said. 

 “Oh, no, he couldn’t help you with this, child.” 

 “You know Remy Monstroff?” I asked. 

 “Yes, I know your daddy, child. I just about know everybody in Cyrene and I’ll tell you one thing, he’s one 

 of the good guys, in my book. He never quite blended in with the Alfriks  not even after his inauguration. 

 We’re all different, coming from here and there, but some of them don’t like mixing their blood. Trying to 

 keep it pure in a mixing pot.” He said, wiping eye-boogers from his eyes. 

 “Natalya, we got the knuckleheads that slipped through the cracks, they’re like crack heads when it 

 comes to power. You got the Alfriks also known as Niiji that’s your mamma’s blood, it’s royal blood and so 

 are the Nabakas, then it trickles down to all of us down here, bottom feeders. I’m a proud Amokian just 

 like all my kinfolks, we were living in these parts for centuries before colonization along with the Solisians. 

 The Solisians came through those same cracks with the Knuckleheads from Omegus. You understand?” 

 “All this time I thought we were Cherokee,” I murmured. 

 “What about my mamma, did you know her?” 

 “I met your mamma long ago, she was just a young girl, a little older than you, with love in her eyes. Boy 

 did she love your daddy, no one could stop her from loving your daddy and they tried. They were both 

 different from two different realms. They were a mess, so in love. Arriale, we became good friends on that 

 first day she walked through that very same door, looking for some special herbs, scented oils, and 

 charms. She would come every week on Friday, instead of payment she would treat me to fish and chips 

 at Papa Joe’s. After giving birth to Tyler, she wanted answers, just like you, but there was a difference. I 

 was bound to tell her the truth because your grandmother told me too. Which didn’t go, too, well. With 

 that in mind, if you are looking for answers I would suggest you talk to your daddy. He has all the 

 answers, he and Macaira Atalya. It’s none of my business but I am going to give you my advice because I 

 like you. I heard this from the grapevine. Child it is your birthright to accept your position as the Matriarch 

 of your grandmother’s bloodline. You are the only one who can accept the skull, period. Otherwise they 



 will be stuck here, right along with you.” He said and clapped his hands together, then rubbed them on 

 his black jeans. 

 “Let’s get the ball rolling. When do you want this to happen?” he asked. 

 “Two weeks after this coming Sunday,” I said. 

 “It’s doable, not excellent, it doesn’t give us a lot of time,” he said. 

 “Hold on for just one second, you said that I am the only one who can accept the skull, if not they would 

 be stuck here. What does that mean?” I asked. 

 “Good, God, child, let’s take care of one thing at a time. Trust me, you will get a full download before all 

 this is over.” 

 “Okay, do I need to be worried?” 

 “I’ll let you know when it is time to worry, let me handle it until then. You catching me?” He said and 

 nodded, I didn’t quite know how to catch him, I figured it was slang or Ebonics. 

 “First, I need to get Dearth the Gatekeeper on board, he has mad skills, but I need to let you know, he’s 

 dark energy. Before you ask, it means he dabbles in black juju magic. As long as you are not trying to 

 marry him, or have his babies, it’s not a problem,” Baba Yayga, had a good belly roll with that one. I felt 

 sick. 

 “Magic can be tricky if you don’t know what you’re doing,” he said,  pressing something inside of a pipe, 

 and lit it. “I was born to do this, so you are in good hands.” he said, puffing smoke in the air. “I have 

 plenty of black magic friends, I use their services keeping my aura clean, not spic and span, but clean 

 enough.” He said taking a seat at an old fashioned roll-top desk, leaning back in the chair, perking up. 

 “I’m not sure what you are talking about but I’m in, whatever it takes. But, within limits. You understand.” I 

 said. The strong aromatic smoke filled the room, reminding me of mamma’s meditations. 



 “How much?” I asked. 

 “How much, what?” 

 “How much is all this gonna cost?” 

 “Shut your mouth, child. You keep your money, this one is on me. My name will go down in history, and 

 especially after I assist you with your matrilineal ceremony.” He said with raised brows, pressing his 

 cupped hands together. 

 “Macaira Atalya already asked me and I told her that I didn’t want it,” I said, feeling stupid and a little 

 embarrassed, and I didn’t know why until he explained what everyone else was trying to tell me. 

 Feeling a little contact high, I asked Baba Yayga what should I expect? 

 “Your mother, she’s right outside the two pillars called the gate to the true world, named Opolox. Most 

 people call the outside of these two pillars limbo, or way-station others call it purgatory, or the Hereafter, 

 it has many monikers but none are good descriptions. It simply is an in between place outside the three-D 

 experience. So, keep that in mind because once you release her ashes the sigil will open a portal allowing 

 communication with her, but only for a short time before she leaves this realm forever. She will no longer 

 be in her corporal body, but you could possibly see the residue, a shimmering glow of what you 

 remember as her physical body.” He exclaimed, and I understood. Both sides of my family wanted their 

 rightful place after leaving this dimension, it was more important than earth, this was temporary, not 

 forever. 

 “That sounds amazing, and seeing mamma, that would be the greatest gift of all. Amazing, that’s what I 

 want. Will I be able to talk to her? Ask her questions?” I said, raising my voice with my excitement. 

 “You have to understand, there is always an exchange, it just doesn’t happen on its own. Every case is 

 different, some folks can hear and see their loved ones, whereas some can only hear while others can only 

 see. You understand, everyone is different, based on your own belief system.” 



 “Mamma never said how to do it, I was just gonna release her ashes in the lake surrounding the island 

 with the ancestor’s song.” 

 “Child… that’s not how it’s done,” he protested, raising a single brow with the shake of his head. 

 “I know and that’s why I’m here.,” I said. I licked my lips, too anxious to come up with a better retort. 

 “You can’t go all willy-nilly and just toss your mamma ashes into the lake and cross your fingers with an 

 empty prayer for it to open the portal for your mamma to leave here.” 

 My brow furrowed. Worry pinched me, and I pushed it aside. 

 He pressed his hands together into praying hands and then pointed them at me. 

 “There’s no way around it, I have to be with you and possibly the Gate Keeper. Otherwise, your mamma 

 will not transition, she’ll be floating around the lake forever, same as those other lost orbs.” 

 “I don’t want my mamma lost, or floating around in the lake.” I said ready to cry. 

 “Listen child, she ain’t lost, she ain’t lost now or ever, so forget that madness. Real talk.” He said, and 

 looked at me with a stern face. “Now, what do you want to say?” 

 “Mamma made a video and she told me about a symbol, one that she showed me but it was over two 

 years ago. She etched it in the dirt, at the lake, but I can’t remember the symbol, at all.” I said. 

 “Okay, that’s not a problem. What else did she say?” 

 “Um… she said something about guardians.” I said, forcing my words out. 

 “Guardians, now we’re on the same page. I’m a guardian. Baba Yayga the Guardian.” 



 “For real, you’re not just saying it. You really can help me?” I said, clasping my hands together, my eyes 

 big like two shiny nickels. 

 “Yes, I told you I would. Plus, a friend of mine called the Jackal, he will be able to regress you back to that 

 day when your mamma etched the symbol into the dirt. Then you can draw it and we can fine tune it to 

 make sure it works by taking it to the Dearth the Gatekeeper. He knows all symbols and how they work. 

 And if I am right, which I am never wrong, he could even open a portal.” He said and added, “That’s not 

 what I heard, it’s what I know. But you didn’t hear it from me, cause opening a portal is illegal around 

 here.” He said, laughing and then stopped to look, as if he read my mind. 

 “What’s that look on your face, child? Are you scared?” 

 “Yes, I’m scared. I’m scared of failing.” I said. 

 Baba Yayga, he just stared at me for a moment. 

 “There are three things you need to know about me: I don’t steal, I don’t lie, and I am never wrong.” He 

 said, and I nodded but was thinking everybody lied, even my mamma. 

 “Like I said, I am never wrong. Real talk.” he said, and I wondered again, did I say that out loud instead of 

 inside where it was meant to stay? 

 “Uh-uh…” I exclaimed. My smile was even bigger than his cause I was starting to like Baba Yayga. 

 “I’ll tell you what. Tomorrow, come here after school, make sure you have Ashner bring you. My car is up 

 the street at Mookie’s house being repaired, so I am going to need Ashner to give us a ride to the Jackal’s 

 place. You are going to go home and make sure you get plenty of sleep for the regression session. Once 

 we get the symbol the rest should be easy. Okay, kiddo?” 

 “Thank you so much, I truly don’t know what I would have done without you.” 

 Ashner and I stayed for dinner, and it was delicious, the best soul-food I had in a long time. 



 Once I returned home, I excused myself from “last meal,” and the Tea Room. I stayed in my bedroom and 

 studied with Ashner’s help. We were full and still were able to squeeze in my session with Baba Yayga. 

 The next day, I realized that I got a popularity boost at school and I have to admit, I was starting to get 

 used to all the attention. At my old school, no one saw me. Here my classmates tried to help me with 

 school work, and showed me better ways to study and stay focused. 

 Ashner gave Dijon a ride home, after school, since we were all going to the same place. They commented 

 on a few things, and that was a good sign. I liked them both, and wanted them in my world. 

 Baba Yayga took the keys, Ashner stayed with Dijon. They were playing video games when we left. I was a 

 little nervous about being regressed, but only because I was so excited. I would see mamma, anyway that 

 was how I hoped it went. I was squirming around on the passenger seat like a fidgety five-year-old. I 

 couldn’t even keep my fingers still until Baba Yayga slapped my hand and told me to stop. We ate tuna 

 sandwiches that were really good, he had in the brown paper bag. We talked about the weather and how 

 cold it was. That was only the intro into information about my life with mamma. I figured he wanted me to 

 relax so I told him about all my epoch moments with her until he parked the car. 

 The Jackal was waiting for us outside a dilapidated building on the outskirts of the city. I didn’t get a 

 good look at him until we got closer. He had like these goat-slitted eyes that were not brown but oxblood 

 red, more red than brown. One of them twitched and it seemed to make his entire face blink with a jerked 

 motion. He drew in smoke from his cigarette and with that same hand, he dragged it across his half 

 shaved head. Tribal tattoos crept up from his neck like a vine that webbed outward toward his designed 

 black and white Mohawk. Black new growth bled into the white tips. 

 He squinted from the light and held up his hand to take a look at us. “Baba Yayga, long time no see,” he 

 said with a hint of Irish in his tone. 

 “It ain’t been that long.” Baba Yayga said, looking down at the Jackal. He held out his hand and pulled 

 him to his feet then into one of those male comradely hugs. 

 “We need this like yesterday, you catching me?” Baba Yayga said, taking a step back to stand next to me. 



 “Is that right,” the Jackal said with bright yellow teeth. He tilted his head to one side with furrowed 

 brows. 

 “What’s your name human?” he asked with a straight face. 

 He pinched his cigarette between his yellow dirty fingernails and inhaled smoke and released it from the 

 side of his twisted mouth.  He dropped it to the dirt and used his rubber flip-flop to smash it out. His eyes 

 stared at the remains in the dirt while he waited for me to answer. 

 I looked at Baba Yayga, “Is he kidding, human, really?” I said, “Tell him you name.” 

 “Um… I’m Natalya. Natalya Monstroff,” I said, feeling as if I earned the right to use my father’s last name. 

 He shifted his weight to his hip and cocked it. “Monstroff’s daughter, yes.” He said and fanned those 

 same dirty long nails out toward me. 

 “Follow me,” he said, and we did. “The world you are about to enter is a secret one, actually one of many 

 residing here within the multiverse. It is kept hidden from the vast majority of the human world, who do 

 not even know that our kind exists, much less the many varieties of interdimensional beings, here on 

 visas.” He looked over his shoulder at me with a short chuckle. 

 “Seriously, what you on?” Baba Yayga asked, adding; “You need to shake that shit off, and come straight, 

 stop tripping. She is not of your world.” He said and then they exchanged some harsh words in another 

 language. 

 The Jackal stared at me with both brow arched. 

 “So be it,” The Jackal said arrogantly, turning on his rubber soles with his hand on the handrail. 

 “We are responsible for keeping order, keeping things in their rightful places. Keeping out these 

 beings…, places and things… that don’t belong. I wont wrestle with the words but you could imagine 

 something like um… peace keepers. Naturally, things which you are not yet familiar with.” He said 

 walking up the stairs with us at his back. 



 “Wha-wha… What did you say,” I stuttered, and he held up his index finger, shutting me up. 

 “You probably already know of water and how some people use it as a weapon against evil, they call it 

 Holy water. I will be using a small amount of something similar to help regress you and keep evil at bay. 

 First you will drink it, then I will baptize you by sprinkling drops of it on your third-eye for sight and also 

 your throat chakra for voice, then we need a little for hearing, then your extremities. I will awaken all your 

 senses, not just the fire you are familiar with. Yes.” The Jackal said. 

 As soon as Baba Yayga and I walked through the door, I was hit with a vortex of energy that cause my 

 head to not spin but warp. I turned around before the door closed, ready to run, because we were not in 

 the same place. I knew this. I felt downright sick. My stomach ratcheted trying to get rid of the tuna 

 sandwich. Everything felt different—I felt different. I turned around to see if Baba Yayga felt it too, but he 

 said nothing with a deadpan expression. I placed that fear in the same box with all of my other broken 

 parts I no longer needed. At this point, I couldn’t turn around, not now. Forcing the vomit down, I kept 

 walking. 

 Opening the door, the Jackal stood at the end of the hallway and I swear to God, we walked down the 

 stairs into a dark and dreary city that looked nothing like where we just came from, even the atmosphere 

 was different, something out of a nightmare, like the Jackal. Dark clouds covered every space in the sky. 

 Stepping over puddles, a wintry wind howled down the street, whipping between buildings, I didn’t know 

 about the Jackal or Baba Yayga but the cold winds chilled me to the bone. Trash sailed down the streets 

 like birds taking flight. A handful of pedestrians walked hastily on sidewalks, they looked strange just like 

 the Jackal. Small heads and large ears, their bodies were disproportionate, with shorter arms, longer 

 waistlines and larger feet. 

 Walking fast, we Jaywalked and crossed the street to the sidewalk following behind the Jackal. I avoided 

 staring at the onlookers, and was happier than hell when we turned into an alley. Stopping, the Jackal 

 unlatches the lock on a metal gated fence, securing a two-story brick house. 

 Shivering, I was grateful for the warmth inside, a fire already blazing in the hearth. Snapping his fingers a 

 couple of times, the Jackal pointed to a room to my right, and told me to have a seat inside and remove 

 my shoes and socks. The room was filled with old mismatched furniture, the one loveseat was stained and 

 dirty. I sat on the vinyl recliner that was worn from years and years of use. Across from me were two book 

 shelves filled with stuff, I didn’t bother to check it out. At this point, I just wanted to get it over with, if I 

 could survive this, I could survive just about anything. 



 Baba Yayga, followed the Jackal, after asking me if I was okay, then he left me alone for several minutes 

 before he and the Jackal returned each carrying a tray filled with glasses and other items I couldn’t see. I 

 prayed they were sterilized because nothing else was. 

 Pulling a chair from the other room, the Jackal sat next to me with his tray on the side table. “This is 

 important little human, if you hear another voice other than mine. I want you to raise your hand high 

 enough for me to see it.” 

 “Wait a minute! You mean like mamma’s voice, I could hear her?” I said, sitting up straighter in the 

 recliner. 

 “If she is a demon, I suppose you could.” He said and pushed a button, my body reclined with a jolt, 

 hitting the headrest. 

 Baba Yayga handed me a large notepad to draw the symbol while in the trance. 

 “Drink it all,” the Jackal said, handing me the cup of crystallized water. 

 Closing my eyes, I downed it all. Next he performed the first ritual he mentioned—the Baptism. Good 

 god, it smelt awful, nothing like Holy water, more like holy-shit. Singing a mantra, the Jackal sprinkled it 

 on my forehead, throat, in the palms of my hands, and my feet. I gagged. 

 At the same time Baba Yayga lit several incense that carried the aroma of cannabis, it filled the room and 

 traveled up my nostrils. My eyes followed Baba Yayga as he walked the perimeter of the room chanting 

 and hitting every corner in the room with burning sage. During that same time, the Jackal called out my 

 name, and said “Shuza!” 

 “God damn you,” I shouted. The Jackal blew blue powder from his cupped hand into my face. Coughing 

 and spinning inside my head, I closed my eyes and immediately stars burst into white lights behind my 

 closed lids, like New Years. “Whoa, whoa,” I moaned, still spinning. I called out to the Jackal, he 

 answered with a tap of his finger on my third-eye and everything went black. 



 Heart hammering. Nerves screaming. Exhaling, I noticed a light at the end of the tunnel, something was 

 happening, slowly, like a train on a track moving toward me. 

 “She’s there—straight ahead of me. This is the one, this is it! The one with the symbol,” I murmured to the 

 Jackal. “I can feel it, it’s energy. Oh, my God… mamma’s index finger plowed into the dirt etching the 

 symbol.” I said, scrabbling for leverage. “It’s not just a symbol. Oh, no. Jackal, it’s not that simple. It 

 pulsates sigil, charring the edges with magic—mamma’s magic. How in the hell could that be, that can’t 

 be right!” 

 My soul shivered, 

 Uncontrollably, I ripped page after page from the notepad. “Why is this happening?” I said to the Jackal 

 but got no response. Where was the Jackal? Why couldn’t I hear him? “Jackal! Baba Yayga!” I shouted. 

 “Was this supposed to happen?” I asked, and no one answered.  Suddenly, my vision turned black, black 

 as night. I couldn’t see, I felt as if I was trapped, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t speak, my hearing was gone. 

 My throat hurt like hell, and I was so thirsty, I felt like I’d been freeze-dried. And cold. Very cold. 

 Suddenly, I heard a moan coming from my throat when I opened my eyes. I wasn’t in the Jackal’s world, I 

 was somewhere else. Did I die? 

 “Granddad, she’s awake.” Dijon shouted from next to me. 

 Turning my head slightly to the side, I saw Dijon and Ashner, they both looked worried. 

 My body shot up automatically, which made my head spin. 

 “Whoa, whoa, whoa, take it easy child. You passed out.” Baba Yayga said. 

 “You,” he said, pointing to Dijon. “Get her some water, room temperature.” He looked at Ashner. “You 

 make hot tea, Dijon will show you which one.” 

 “What happened?” I said confused and scared. 



 “That’s what I want to know.” he said with his hand on my forehead, and then pressed two fingers to my 

 wrist to check my pulse.” 

 “Take it easy, and relax and tell me everything that you remember.” Baba Yayga said. 

 I told him everything I remembered but it wasn’t much. mamma was there the first time when she etched 

 the symbol into the dirt and after that I was back in the room with you and the Jackal. I was there 

 watching myself and you, the Jackal’s eyes were closed. Then you sprinkled that sacred water on me and 

 then everything went black. I felt as if I had died.” I said. 

 “Did you get the symbols?” I asked. 

 “Yes, I did, and there were twelve symbols. So, after you rest, and hydrate, Ashner will take you home but 

 not before you enjoy a bowl of my savory soup. When you wake up in the morning you will feel well 

 rested.” 

 “Thank you,” I said 

 “Tomorrow, I expect to see you and Ashner here after school. The two of us have an appointment with 

 Dearth the Gatekeeper. See, we are ahead of schedule.” Baba Yayga said, looking pleased, which still 

 bothered me since either of us could completely call the regression successful, and that sucks. 

 Once I returned home excusing myself from last meal and the Tea Room once again, to my surprise no 

 one came at me with their parental rights, or last meal rules. Remy Monstroff told me that he was proud of 

 me for taking my education seriously, and all my hard work would pay off in the future. I didn’t say 

 anything, I only smiled because I didn’t want to outright lie. 

 It was cold out and inside my bedroom, but I didn’t want to light the fireplace, not quite sure how. I lit my 

 sage stick instead, especially after what I’d been through. I fanned it throughout my bedroom, and paid 

 close attention to every corner before I went to bed. I think I was asleep before my head hit the pillow. I 

 didn’t even bother to remove my clothes. 



 Dijon finally started sitting with Ashner and me, at our table during lunch, it was the three of us and 

 occasionally Paige. She was a cheerleader and acted like one, she had her own clan of vixen girlfriends 

 and jock boys to hang with during lunch. I decided that I wanted my own group, too, and today was that 

 day. 

 Once we arrived at Baba Yayga’s place, he was already standing on the porch with the symbols in a folder, 

 and a brown paper bag in his hand. His salt-n-pepper thinly coiled dreadlocks were twisted up into a 

 male’s bon. It was cold and had rained earlier, he was dressed for the weather with a thick knitted scarf 

 around his neck. 

 “I made you boys a snack in the fridge. In twenty minutes Dijon turns the fire down to simmer on those 

 chili beans. I’ll be back over at the Gate Keeper’s place, you know how to reach me. 

 Ashner handed Baba Yayga the keys and Baba Yayga handed me the brown paper bag and folder. The 

 Gatekeeper didn’t live far, he lived in the back of Papa Joe’s Fish & Chips, it was like a cottage, a very old 

 one. Chairs parked around a large fire pit engraved with sigils and symbols. There were lots of trees 

 decorated with mirrors, colorful glass bottles and all kinds of stuff made from shells to wooden figurines. 

 A small garden and flowerbeds not quite in season yet. Two big white Huskies roamed the yard like guard 

 dogs. 

 The door swung open and he waved us over. “Come in,” he yelled, “they won’t attack unless I command 

 them.” 

 His place was warm, and I appreciated it coming in from the cold. The smell of cannabis, and booze 

 lingered in the air. The ashtray on the kitchen counter next to two empty shot glasses and a bottle of 

 Tequila. 

 The Gatekeeper was also tall, wearing a dark navy blue sweat suit with a hoodie, his hair was braided 

 back away from his face into one thick braid. His silver bracelet caught my attention. It was a silver Celtic 

 cuff  with sigils engraved around the edges with intricate detail of the power of three symbols in the 

 center. 

 “This is Remy Monstroff's daughter, the one I told you about.” 



 “Natalya, nice to meet you, and what a beautiful name.” 

 The door opened to the bathroom and out walked the Jackal dressed in all black leather, small round 

 black shades hung on the tip of his nose. Black pointed-toe boots with metal tips moved across the room 

 in a heavy gait. He didn’t look like the Jackal I met yesterday. 

 “We have a full house, things are about to get interesting. Shall we?” The Jackal said, staring at me. 

 We stood around the round table. Baba Yayga placed each sigil I drew into four rows in the center of the 

 table. 

 “Twelve?” said the Gatekeeper. 

 “Yes… twelve, I was there,” said the Jackal. 

 “Okay, okay, okay. Listen, I never heard of twelve,” the Gatekeeper said, picking up each designed to 

 study it. 

 “This is crazy,” he said. My stomach tightened, and I wondered if I should reconsider. 

 We all stared at him thinking he would have all the answers. I had to admit I was a little disappointed. 

 Hell, they were supposed to be “Wowen“ with a “W“ worn on their chest like superheroes. Boy… was I 

 disappoint. My world was crumbling down all around me. 

 He walked over to his computer, which was something I have never seen before, not that I was an expert. 

 The Gatekeeper pushed one sigil and then another up into the air until the room was filled with three-D 

 images of all twelve symbols I drew during my regression session. 

 “You got any ideas?” Baba Yaga asked, his two fingers pinching the bridge of his nose. “I searched 

 throughout the night, until I had to sleep.” 



 I looked at Baba Yayga, and then the Gatekeeper. What the hell was going on, all of a sudden ,now, they 

 don’t know what they are doing. I made myself focus and listen and wait before reacting. 

 “You see what I see?” The Gatekeeper asked Baba Yayga. 

 “We can still do this. You need the four Crystal Keys. Get them now, there’s no way we can do this on our 

 own.” 

 “What are these keys?” I asked. 

 “They are higher beings. You wouldn’t know them, not yet,” the Jackal said, matter of factly. 

 “Let’s get started. 

 Baba Yayga pulled me to the side by my elbow. 

 “Listen, you are about to be enlightened by the Four Crystal Keyc, they are powerful energies that exist in 

 this dimension but not of this world. “So, you are going to invoke the energy from the Four Crystal Keys 

 by bringing them here to help unlock the twelve sigils?” 

 “Yes, exactly.” Baba Yayga said. 

 “Are you ready?” He asked. 

 “Yes, I am. Let‘s do this.” 

 The Gatekeeper led us outside. He told me to take off my shoes and sit on the ground with my feet on 

 the earth. 

 He pointed to the sun that was headed toward twilight. “That’s the most powerful energy in this 

 dimension, and we are going to use it as a catalyst similar to a cell phone. You catching me?” 



 “Yeah, I’m catching you,” I said, feeling kinda ballsy with the extra adrenaline coursing through me. 

 It didn’t take all three gurus long to prepare everything they needed including the protective circle that 

 was already permanently etched into the ground with some kind of metal. The Gatekeeper poured black 

 sacred salts he said came from Orooka within the crevices of the protective circle. The Jackal started the 

 fire, and its flames rose high in the air with different shades of blue, reminding me of the blue dust he 

 blew into my face yesterday.  They started a chant, one they all knew. They drank, I imagine, the Tequila 

 straight from the bottle and spat it into the fire. He walked over to me and pressed his thumb between 

 my eyes and suddenly I knew the chant and started chanting. 

 I felt the presence of many, and it came off in waves, strong, powerful waves that were extremely 

 intimidating but I wasn’t going to stop chanting. My fear subsided just when the Gatekeeper did 

 something stupid. One by one he placed the original papers with the symbol on them into the fire, until 

 all twelve went up in a blue blazing flame. 

 “Your powers are impressive my friend.” Baba Yayga said to Dearth the Gatekeeper. 

 “Ah… there it is, a majestic river of celestial energy,” he said. “There's a river of ley-line energy, not far 

 from here, I just need a little of it.” His nostrils flared, his brows tightened, his eyes closed. 

 “The force is now surging into me,” he announced. “There it is, its settling within me equalizing its 

 powers with mine. 

 “Each of you grab on and whatever you do—DO NOT LET GO!” he shouted. 

 Baba Yayga grabbed my hand, wrapped them around his waist, “Hold on tight!” he said. The Jackal held 

 on to the Gatekeeper’s shoulder. I felt safer being in the middle, unsure of what I was getting myself into. 

 Everything went black and blurry, I couldn’t see a thing but held on tight to Baba Yayga. 

 “Earth was built on ley-lines, every powerful building rests on top of one.” Baba Yayga shouted, I knew he 

 was trying to help me to not focus on the pain my body was exercising along with the nausea. “The good 



 news is that Dearth can pull on energy from anywhere in Northern California. Most cities are built on at 

 least one. I even have a small one in my backyard beneath my veggie garden.” 

 “We’re close, just a few minutes. You have to be ready to sing the song of the Niiji while we place the 

 sigils where they belong.” Dearth said. 

 “Can you do that little human?” The Jackal said arrogantly in his Irish tone. 

 Suddenly, we all hit the ground rolling. I pulled myself up from grassy ground and looked to find that we 

 were on the island. I wasn't far from the Tree of Souls! 

 “Start now, child!” Baba Yayga yelled. 

 Breathing heavily, I had only one job to do and I started singing out the song of my ancestors, in the 

 language of Niiji. 

 All three Wowens, tuned the sigils to a higher vibration, with the help of the Four Crystal Keys, and the 

 entire area lit up. 

 Screaming and clapping with joy, I watched the orbs slowly transform one by one into their physical 

 silhouettes. I walked closer and closer, waiting to see mamma. 

 I fell to my knees, she was there. God! My both hands cover my mouth. Mama, I said and she turned and 

 found me. I crawled over on my knee, there was no way I could stand. Thank you Bubbles I knew you 

 could do it. I love you so much, always remember that. I am always with you. She touched her heart twice 

 before following the rest of the souls into the tree. 

 I started laughing uncontrollably, “Baba Yayga! Did you see her?” 

 “Yes, child, I saw your mamma, and she looked just as beautiful as the day I met her.” 

 Dearth the Gatekeeper walked over with the sigils, I’m going to keep these. They are too dangerous for a 

 child to have in their possession.” 



 “Thank you Dearth, I owe you.” Baba Yayga said. 

 Thank you so much. If there is anything I can ever do to repay you, just ask me. This was huge, amazing. I 

 will remember it forever. I want to learn what you know, I want to be like you, a gatekeeper. I said, full 

 heartedly. 

 “What about little old me, you want to thank me too, luv, right?” 

 “Yes, Jackal. Just ask?” 

 “You did say anything, right, luv.” The Jackal said with a wink. 

 “Within limits,” I said and smiled. “I gotcha real good little human.” 

 We left the same way we came through the ley-lines, I got sick on my return, but it wasn’t as bad. 

 The weeks that follow I learned a lot. One was that my grandmother was my mother’s mother, not my 

 father. He carried my mother’s surname. My mother left my father because the pressure of being the next 

 matrilineal princess required that she marry someone other than my father. She didn’t know she was 

 pregnant when she left, and if she ever returned she would have been forced to divorce my dad and 

 marry an Alfrik. She wasn’t having it. Life was good, and I did agree to carry the Matrilineal skull. 

 The ceremony was huge, my gown was extremely expensive, and my grandmother made sure everything 

 was perfect down to the smallest detail. I felt like Princess Di with my two escorts. Ashner and Dijon, at 

 my side, and my two ladies of my court, Paige and Natasha. 

 Last night after I gave each of my escorts a good night kiss, they both left me blushing. Sleep came easy. 

 Something stirred me awake, I could hear clearly the sounds of the night outside — the cool wind 

 whistling past trees, a dog’s barks echoing between houses, I toned them out to talk to mamma. 

 “Mamma, my journey started with your death, your Celebration of Life, and then your transition to 

 ascension. My life spun on an old-fashion dime, I finally understood that old saying you use to talk about; 

 the School of Hard Knocks. Yeah, I graduated with flying colors, mamma. I just want you to know, I didn’t 

 just meet one guardian, I met three; Baba Yayga, the Jackal, and the Gatekeeper. They are a part of my 



 life now. I got to know my brothers, and they are wonderful. Dad is also amazing, and grandmother, they 

 are taking good care of me. I met the neighbors, the twins, and they are my good friends along with Baba 

 Yayga‘s grandson. His name is Dijon, and he is also amazing. I am the Matrilineal Princess, I wish you were 

 there. Now back to you. .I’ve done all I could to keep you safe, the rest is up to you. Last night mamma, I 

 prayed to our Creator, and we had a conversation.” 



 All I know is nothing is the same. Five years 

 pass by in a glimpse and yet I am still clinging 

 onto the letter. I know I shouldn’t read it, but I 

 can’t help myself. I flip the flap up and slowly 

 take out the paper inside of it… 

 Dearest Crystal, 

 I would like to say…I am really bad at 

 expressing my feelings, but I want you to 

 know that this is the hardest thing for me to 

 do. I love you and I hope I could’ve told you, 

 but life had other plans for me. I wanted to 

 tell you that I love you on Monday, but I couldn’t bring myself to because it seemed like you were 

 annoyed at me for some reason. I didn’t even know what I did wrong. Anyway, if you’re reading this letter 

 this means I am already out of the state and have no idea when I am coming back. I wish I told you how 

 much I love you while I still had the chance. If only I had the courage to do it even if I could be rejected. 

 Now, all I have are what ifs. I fell in love with you when we were thirteen. I am sorry if it felt like I wasn’t 

 approachable. I hope I made you happy before I left because you always seemed stressed out with 

 school. You’d scrunch your forehead especially when you were doing advanced homework for english, 

 math, science, and spanish. Yet, you still manage to get B’s on tests, while I got A’s (insert laughing emoji). 

 Hey, just take life one day at a time. Don’t stress and beat yourself up if you think you didn’t do a good 

 job. To me, you’re already the best. I wish you the best of luck and if you’re stressing out…read this letter 

 again to remind you. I love you and I always will. I may not return or you may find someone better than 

 me—just know this, you will always have a special place in my heart. I love you Crystal. 

 Sincerely yours, 

 Jaxon 



 This letter means a lot to me because it came from my first love. I always read this when I am feeling 

 down or blue. I know I should move on, but how can I when the name that’s engraved on my heart is his… 

 Ring! Ring! Ring!  The alarm rings, waking me up from  my moment. I tap onto the screen and click stop. 

 However, as I look at the screen the alarm title is “time for work”. I go quickly into the bathroom within 

 my bedroom and put on a white long-sleeved collared shirt with a navy blue suit. Next I put on my navy 

 blue spiked-heels to finish the look. Then I stare into the mirror and tell myself, “you got this”. I get out of 

 my house and straight into the car. I make it within fifteen minutes. I forgot to mention I work at my dad’s 

 company as the new CEO and co-owner of the company. I have a big responsibility and will be busy all 

 day. Well here I go, and then the second I enter the building…my father is there tapping his foot and 

 staring at his wrist. 

 “What took you so long?” He asks angrily. 

 “I made it on time, didn’t I…” I say, a bit questioningly. 

 “Young lady, you made it on time. But what if your client gets in before you do…” He says as he lets out 

 a sigh. 

 “Oh, I am already failing my first day aren’t I.” I say, playing with my fingers. 

 “It’s fine, but at least you caught on pretty quickly.” He says with a smile starting to form on his face. 

 “Well, you can always count on me dad to do better next time.” I say energetically. 

 “I know sweetheart, but remember not everyone is willing to give a second chance.” He replies, full of 

 wisdom. 

 “I know, and thank you dad. I appreciate it.” I reply with a grin on my face. 

 “Well, I'll let you get settled. See you around, pumpkin.” He says as he waves goodbye. I wave goodbye 

 to my dad and seconds later he’s out the door. However, anxiety creeps into my head. Why do I always do 



 this? Why am I always like this? Why am I always late? The first time I make it on time, I am still late. What 

 is up with that? As I am questioning myself, this boy has the audacity to literally text while walking and 

 bumps into me. 

 “Hey!” I say with a lot of frustration. 

 “Oh, I am so sorry. Here let me get that for you.” He says as he picks up the keys to my vehicle. 

 “Thanks.” I say with a cold tone. 

 “I am sorry, and my name is Jaxon.” He says apologetically and gives me his hand to shake. 

 “My name is none of your business.” I reply and shrug him off not realizing who he is. “Next time, look 

 where you’re going. I reply once more, not making eye contact with the guy. I hate being this way, but 

 because I reread the letter Jaxon gave me this morning, I couldn’t help but become bitter about it 

 because I miss him so much. I love him, but I hate the situation we’re in because I don’t even know if he 

 still loves me or if he has finally moved on with his life. I need to get out of my own head. I walk by the 

 receptionist’s desk, only to realize how lost I am in this maze of a building. I have no idea where the 

 elevators or the stairs are. Then suddenly, I bump into someone… 

 “Sorry, I…” She says. 

 “It’s okay.” I reply harshly. Then in a blink of an eye—I see Jaxon. Then the girl who apologized runs to 

 him as if he’s a superhero or a famous superstar of some sort. However, when his eyes lock onto hers, he 

 slowly brings her face closer to his. His lips press against hers. I cannot believe what my eyes were seeing. 

 I am not ready to face him or her. Not here, not right now. Irun into a huge hallway and there’s a sign 

 saying “elevators this way”. I quickly get in and press on the number 15 because this is my floor. The 

 doors quickly shut and all of a sudden I am already there. As I get out of the elevator, there is a very 

 narrow hallway leading me to my office. This floor only has two offices. Mine and for my secretary. I forgot 

 to mention that the hallway is made of clear glass and the two offices have dark tinted windows. I am able 

 to see what’s outside, but no one can see what’s going on inside. It’s a very spacious room. I can fit about 



 a hundred or more people inside my office. However, the only people who have access to this floor are 

 my secretary, my parents, and me. Speaking of which, where is my secretary? It's my first day on the job 

 and my secretary is late. This is unacceptable. As I am about to call my father, someone knocks on the 

 door. 

 “Come in.” I say monotonous. 

 “S-sorry I am late Ms. Frost.” He says, his body trembling afraid of what I’ll say. 

 “It’s fine, just put my coffee here on my table. Oh–and next time–don’t stumble on your words.” I say 

 coldy. 

 “O-okay, I-I w-won’t.” He says stumbling. 

 Then as he opens the door he stumbles on his way out of the office. I get up from my desk and walk 

 toward my secretary. He’s not even making any eye contact with me. I lend him my hand, signaling him to 

 take it and he takes it. 

 “Thanks Ms. Frost. I am so sorry.” He says without stumbling. But he is staring at the floor. 

 “It’s okay, but next time be careful.” I say still with the harsh tone. 

 “I-I will.” Hesays as he looks at the ground. 

 “Good, now please call up my client.” I say, dismissing him from the room without making eye contact. 

 After fifteen minutes, he comes back knocking at my door. 

 “Come in.” I say once again with a monotonous voice. 

 “Y-your client is on the way up M-Ms. Frost.” He says as he stumbles on his words. 

 “Thank you, you may go.” I say waving my left hand signaling him to leave. 

 Ten minutes later, the one who I am not ready to see enters the room and says, “Hello Crystal.” “What 

 can I do for you Sir.” I reply bitterly. 



 “What happened to you?” Jaxon asks, raising his eyebrow… “I should be asking you that…” I say a little 

 bit too loud. 

 “Are you serious?” He asks. 

 “What do you mean?” I snap back. 

 “After all this time you’re still hanging on to what I told you?” He says laughing, which stabs my heart a 

 little bit. 

 “Is that wrong?” I ask. 

 “It’s just that I thought you would move on like I did. We were just teenagers.” He says, full of shock 

 written on his face. 

 “I believed in it and therefore I still do.” I reply sounding a bit dumb. 

 “I came here to ask you to plan my wedding with my fiancé.” He says, finally saying why he’s here. 

 “Y-your fiancé?” I say, frozen in the moment not knowing what to do. Then in a second I feel my heart just 

 crushing being squeezed like an orange. Feeling like it’s been taken out of me and thrown on the floor 

 only to be stepped on even more. 

 “Yeah, the girl you bumped into earlier this morning.” He replies. 

 “Oh,” is all I can say. 

 “Crystal, you can do it for me right?” He says snapping me from the pain I am dealing with. 

 “Yes.” This is all I can say. Then he runs up to me and hugs me. 

 “Thank you for being my best friend.” He says and lets go of me. He then waves and heads out the door. 

 The second he gets out of the room, my mind begins to spin and I begin to fall. Then all of a sudden I see 

 a man who catches me in time, but I cannot see his face. 

 # 



 Ring! Ring! Ring! 

 I look over my shoulder to get my phone. However, as I try to reach it, it seems to me that this is not my 

 home nor my office. WHERE IN THE WORLD AM I? I quickly get up and run toward the door. After this, I 

 run down the stairs and see Lance making breakfast…Lance, what is he doing here? 

 “I-I see y-your awake Ms.” He says as he scratches his head. 

 “Where is this place?” Is all I could think of saying at the moment. 

 “Y-you’re at my place..” He says shyly as he looks down on the floor. 

 “You brought me to your home? I ask and he nods a yes. 

 “Y-you fainted yesterday and so I decided to bring you here.” He explains while I nod still trying to 

 understand. 

 “Why, are we close?” I say a bit harshly. 

 “I-I guess not….” He replies. 

 “Why am I here?” I ask a little less bitterly. 

 “L-like I said, y-you fainted last night at your office.” He says while scratching his head. 

 “What happened yesterday?” I say not really recalling anything. 

 “After the client left, I went to you to ask you something…” He replies, but I cut him off. 

 “But then you saw me beginning to faint?” I ask, trying to figure out what happened. 

 “Yes.” He says. 

 Then it hit me. I begin to recall everything that happened last night, and then, the chest pain begins to 

 engulf my whole body as if a bulldozer is crashing into me. Lance sees me and quickly runs up to me to 

 catch me. He walks me to the sofa. He comforts me as if he knows where I’ll calm down. Then his eyes 

 meet mine. He has these big dark brown eyes that are so mesmerizing that the second I see them, I fall. 



 He also has soft dark brown hair and has bangs, but it’s split perfectly in the middle. I quickly turn my 

 head the other direction. How can a man be this nice to me when all I showed him yesterday was the 

 bitter cold me. 

 “I am sorry for how I treated you yesterday.” I say, as I look down on the floor. Then he uses his index 

 finger and places it under my chin to bring it up so he can see my face. 

 “I-I am not truly honest with you.” He says. 

 “What do you mean?” Surprised by his reply. 

 “I-I am hired by your father as your bodyguard and secretary.” He says. 

 “Why?” I question him. 

 “Because I am someone you have known your whole life.” He says, a bit sad. 

 “Wait, Lance…you mean…” I say realizing who he is. 

 # 

 “Hey, Crystal!” My bully says as she pushes me to the ground. 

 “Hey, back off.” A boy with shaggy brown hair and brown eyes replies as he hides me behind him. 

 “Wh-who are you?” I say shaking from what just happened. 

 “My name is Lance.” He says, answering my question, still blocking the bully from seeing me on the 

 ground. 

 “Thanks Lance.” I say and he turns around and helps me up by giving his hand. 

 “Oh, and what about you?” He asks all of a sudden, while looking around making sure the bully is gone. . 

 “Huh?” I ask. 



 “What’s your name?” He responds with a question, now staring at me. 

 “Oh, my name is Crystal.” I say with a smile. 

 “From now on I’ll be your knight and shining armor.” He says as he bows. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

 “Thanks again Lance.” I say. “Friends?” He asks. 

 “Friends.” I say back. “Crystal?” He asks. 

 “Yes, Lance.” I question back. 

 “I’ll be your protector and you will be the princess.” He says all mightily. “Okay, but you’ll be my Lance.” 

 I say in turn with a little giggle. 

 # 

 “Yes, it’s me, your Lance.” He says, full of excitement when I finally remember who he is. 

 “Ok, I was eight when I called you that.” I say slightly hitting him on the shoulder. 

 “So who was that client of yours?” He asks as he places his hand on top of mine. 

 “He’s somewhat my ex, but he’s not exactly my ex. It’s complicated.” I reply putting my head into my 

 hands. 

 “Wait, I didn’t mean to see this, but it fell as I carried you and your purse.” He says holding up the 

 envelope. 

 “Oh my gosh! I brought it with me?” I say, full of embarrassment. 

 “Yes, and I accidentally read it.” He says, annoyed with himself. 



 “So you read the whole thing?” I ask. He nods in reply. 

 “He’s the guy who came into your office, isn’t he.” He says a bit with a bitter tone. 

 I nod in reply. 

 “He’s getting married and he’s asking you if you can plan it?” He says a little bit angrier. I nod in reply 

 again. 

 “No wonder you’re feeling this way.” He says looking at me full of concern. 

 “It’s okay…” but as the words come out a few tears leave my eyes. However, after that I couldn’t control 

 it anymore. He wraps me into his arms and just holds me. He’s rubbing my back and I couldn’t help but 

 feel at ease in his arms. I am glad My Lance is back in my life. 

 “Should we tell your dad about this?” He asks. I nod my head no because if my dad finds out…he’ll be 

 pissed off. I know if I tell him about this, he’ll make a big deal out of it making it worse for everyone. 

 “Thanks for taking care of me, but I can bring myself home.” I say. 

 “You sure, or do you want to stay here for another night?” He says with full concern in his tone of voice. 

 “I am going home.” I say, nicely. 

 “There’s the Crystal Sade I know.” He says smiling ear to ear. 

 “Thank you for everything.” I say, meaning every word. 

 “I’ll still bring you home, that’s final.” He says. He puts one hand on his waist and holds out the other, 

 asking me to take it. If he keeps acting like this, how can I say no. 

 “Fine.” I reply, taking his hand. 



 Maybe if our paths crossed earlier, then I could’ve moved on from Jaxon much quicker. I love seeing 

 Lance being this way. He’s still the same boy I knew from long ago. I go up to him and press my lips 

 against his. I wish it could last longer, but my heart couldn’t hold on much longer. It gives up, but at least I 

 seal a kiss with the one I should’ve loved from the start. 



 Nauseating thick smoke fills my every 

 breath, ash clouds my vision but I can still 

 make out her figure dancing among the 

 raging flames. All my thoughts are 

 incoherent but one… ‘I need to save her.’ 

 The lack of oxygen in the air around me 

 has reduced my strides to just my feet 

 shuffling forward. Before I can reach my 

 love, my Sophilia, Dr. Corvus blocks my 

 path. He is responsible for the blood 

 staining her vision and her mind giving into 

 the chaos. He stands tall while my body 

 crumbles to its knees in exhaustion, but I’m 

 still fighting to stand. ‘Damn it not yet, I 

 can’t collapse.’ 

 Corvus crouches to my level, his elbows resting on his knees, the silver beak of his plague doctor mask 

 glows with a faint orange hue from the flames blazing around us. The unpleasant shade of red glass 

 shielding his eyes bore into my irritated watering eyes. “You were useful to me. But you’ve been poisoned 

 by love.” I’ve known from our first proper meeting that he wasn’t a man who kept people around because 

 he particularly liked them, but because he saw them as useful, as tools. 

 My vision is blurring but I can still make out his large gloved hand reaching out to me, then an unyielding 

 grasp clamps around my throat and hoists my body from the ash-covered ground. My head spins as my 

 fingers claw uselessly at his hand. All my strength drains from my body knowing Corvus overpowers me, 

 he pulls me closer to his masked face “Stay out of my way. You’re twisting her mind, undoing all of my 

 work. I won’t be as civil next time. ” 

 Memories of Sophilia and I flood my mind, the countless training sessions we endured as children, hours 

 spent comforting her after the beatings she always took with a straight face, the look of pure joy on her 

 face after escaping the torture of her parents, and dancing in the forest under the stars. His grip tightens, 

 cutting off my air supply “Your love for her is as one-sided as this fight. Never speak to her ever again.” 

 His statement shatters my heart and I’m thrown into oblivion. 



 My body snaps upright, a tear slips down my face, every rapid breath is shallow, and my chest heaves to 

 keep up. Biting my lower lip I turn my gaze to the floor as the memory settles. The sun hasn't kissed the 

 horizon, but instead of turning over to try and sleep just a few minutes more, I decided to start the 

 monotonous day. ‘Another day of searching for her and busying myself.’ Cold air attacks my body as I 

 toss the covers off and my bare feet collide with the glassy hardwood floor. I fix the covers that I disturbed 

 in my sleep before making my way through the empty house to the kitchen. 

 My mind wandered to the days that followed the nightmare when it first happened. I woke up in the 

 physician's office. My head felt like it was splitting into two and my eyelids felt like the lead. The first 

 thoughts to fly through my mind were ‘Was Sophilia okay?’ and ‘What happened after I encountered 

 Dr.Corvus?’ My train of thought was hauled when I noticed a nurse passing by and called out to her. She 

 checked my vitals as I frantically asked her “What happened to the female mage who attacked the 

 kingdom last night?” She paused before resuming my check-up “She, along with the Plague doctor men, 

 were apprehended by the royal guards and sentenced to rotten in Tartarus.” At that moment all the pain I 

 was feeling felt like nothing. My world felt like it was ending. 

 I was pulled back to reality when the tea kettle started whistling its only pitch. Once I grounded myself 

 back into reality, I rummaged through the tea cabinet. “What type of blend should I have today?” I say 

 aimlessly to myself. I decided on a lavender, chamomile, and rose petal blend in hopes of calming myself. 

 I roll up the prison blueprints before, serving myself a cup of tea and setting my plate down. I eat my 

 breakfast to the sound of birds singing outside my window. While eating I go down the list of things I 

 have planned for today. ‘First I’ll ride around the forest outskirts of the prison, it should be early enough 

 that no guards are out. Hopefully, there wasn’t too much snowfall last night it would be a pain to ride 

 through. I should also collect some more white willow, lullaby-grass, and red thorn on my ride I’m running 

 low, as well as tend to the garden.’ Satisfied with my breakfast and plans for the day, I clean my dishes 

 and get dressed for my ride. 

 Once I finish locking up my house I trek through the fresh snow, “damn it’s cold” I say pulling my leather 

 gloves onto my hands. Heading to the horse stable where Knight is kept. I can recall those days. When 

 we lived a somewhat peaceful life on the outskirts of the kingdom of Hiraeth, a place we both once called 

 home. 

 “I’m going to beat you there!” Sophilia shouted as she raced to the small stable on the side of our 

 cottage tucked away in the forest. “Oh, Sophilia!” I scream back. Her head whips around “What the hell, 

 how are you so fast?” All I do is give her a smirk. Too caught up in our fun she doesn't notice a rock 

 lounging on the ground. Before I can register what happens we both trip over each other, luckily I’m able 

 to pull her into my chest before we hit the ground. I let out a deep breath and opened my eyes. Her grey 

 eyes are wide because she is laying on top of my chest with my arms wrapped around her waist tight. 



 We’re silently staring at each other trying to catch our breaths for a minute. Before we burst into laughter, 

 I can’t help but hug her a little tighter. Those were the clams before the storms. 

 But we still cherished every day, every hour together. 

 I’m embraced by warm air and the sound of Knight making her way to the stall door as I pull the stable 

 door open. The chilled air from the open door slowly replaces the warm air “Hope you sleep well. Sorry, I 

 didn’t know it was going to snow last night,” I say approaching the majestic female Clydesdale. Her 

 chestnut coat shins under the stable lights and her chocolate mane rests against her neck. Nearly all of 

 her face lacks pigment except a strip of chestnut on either side of her muzzle. Her legs look like they were 

 dipped into the fresh snow outside. 

 She responds to my apology by pushing her muzzle against the palm of my large outstretched hand. I rub 

 both of my hands against her muzzle that she tugs towards herself “Want to ride around the forest?” my 

 eyebrows raise. Knowing that’s what she wants, I walk to the wall of neatly hung equipment and grab her 

 bridle. Tossing it over my shoulder I unlatch her stall door and pull it open. Before she steps out of her 

 stall I place her bridle on and guide her over to where her saddle is. I place the saddle pad on her back 

 before hoisting the saddle on top. Fastening the thick leather strap under her belly and pulling the cinch 

 strap snugly. I grab the rein and lead her out of the stable. “Alright let me shut the door then we’ll be on 

 our way.” I say as my boots crunch the snow below me. Once the door is shut I hop on and click my 

 tongue. Then we take off towards the forest encapsulating Tarturas. 

 Usually, the Tarturas guards don’t wander that far into the surrounding forest. Only when they need 

 supplies or when they are bringing in a new inmate. But that hasn’t happened in a while, even then they 

 never bother me. 

 The frigid air pierces into the skin of my exposed face like icicles shooting at my face. The view is nothing 

 but tall dark oak trees splattered with fresh snowy paint and the earth blanketed in snow. A few trees 

 sleep on top of the blanket of snow but are still peppered with the powder. I pull the leather rein as a 

 signal to Knight to slow her pace, in order to take in the details of the forest that could have been missed 

 as we were racing through. Nothing but the loitering trees, my heart sinks a tiny bit but I continue 

 forward. 

 As the trees fly by me out of the corner of my eye, red breaks the blank ground. I pull the reins hard, 

 which causes Knight to rear up onto her hind legs, I hold tight so as to not fall in the powdery snow 

 below. Once her hovers return to the ground I usher her to the patches of ruby snow that is too large to 

 be a wounded animal. “What the hell could have made that?” The smell of iron fills my nose, confirming 

 that it's blood. ‘A human? It could be her… no that’s ridiculous I remove my glove and hover my hand 



 over the patch of snow. “It has to be fresh because I can still feel a little bit of heat radiating from it. But 

 what kind of animal could have bled this much?” I look up from the snow hoping to find the wounded 

 creature or human. 

 To my luck, patches of more bloody snow form a trail. I look over my shoulder “I’ll be right back.” Knight, 

 who is digging at the earth and nibbling any grass she finds, lifted her head. Turning back to the patch of 

 blood I follow the trail that turns from a few small patches to strikes of defused rudy. I follow the streaks of 

 bloody snow with my eye in fear that the blood is from a predator's fresh kill. But to my shook It’s no 

 predator, it's a woman slumped against the trunk of a thick dark oak. 

 ‘I had a passing thought that the blood was from a person, maybe her. But I brushed it to the side 

 because it was wishful thinking and very unlikely. If it was Sophilia this forest would be crawling with 

 prison guards but I haven’t seen anyone in the forest all morning.’ 

 I slowly approach her because I’m not sure if she is unconscious or still conscious. With every step closer, 

 I start to notice how badly she is beaten up. Her face was veiled with long dirty blonde hair with white 

 streaks that had ram-like horns protruding from her head. My eyes scan down her body then stop when I 

 see that her left arm is missing. It looks like a fresh wound. There is a piece of cloth tied tightly above 

 the amputation to prevent further blood loss. Her other arm's forearm was stained black and riddled 

 with fresh cuts as well as old scars. ‘Who else would have stained forearms like her? Stop, I can't get my 

 hopes up.’ My eyes wander to her legs, the right leg is a makeshift metal prosthetic. The other was very 

 pale with blotches of red from lying in the snow. It had a few cuts and bruises but was intact. 

 I froze in my tracks, could it be Sophilia? ‘There is no way, last I saw her there weren’t white streaks in her 

 hair and she had both her legs.’ I know it's been a year but… those black-stained forearms and ram horns. 

 ‘I need to stop ignoring the obvious signs. How could I be such an idiot? It is her.’ 

 Once it clicked I sprinted over to her. My knees slid through the snow and brushed her hair out of her face 

 so I could double-check it was her. She had a few new scars but it's still the same face that consumes my 

 dreams. I hover my hand over her mouth. A faint exhaust can be felt, but it's slow and unsteady. ‘I’ve seen 

 her hurt but not to this extent.’ 

 Wasting no time I gently picked her up bride style and carried her back to Knight. Run back trying not to 

 disturb her. My vision starts to blur as tears well up in my eyes, ‘I’ve missed her so much and she is the 

 only thing I seem to dream about but I also can’t imagine how much pain she must have gone through 

 and I wasn’t there to help her.’ 

 Anger and worry make my pace quicken. As soon as I reach Knight, she perks up as I approach her. I tug 

 the loosely tied reins before instructing Knight to kneel down so I can carefully climb on with Sophilia. 



 After getting settled, Knight gets back to her hooves we set off to the house. On our way back I can’t 

 help but glance down at Sophilia worriedly. ‘Faster I need to get her home faster. She can’t die. I don’t 

 know how long she’s been out in the forest. How did she escape? What did they do to her?’ I shake the 

 bottomless worry from my head. ‘What I should be doing is thinking about what medical supplies I’ll 

 need when we reach the house. I brewed three healing potions yesterday which should be enough. As 

 much as I hate the man, I’m thankful I observed Corvus patch Sophilia and me up numerous times when 

 training got too rough. Or when we had business to take care of.’ 

 Once we finally reached the house I didn’t even bother putting Knight back in her stall because I knew 

 she wouldn’t wander off too far. I rushed to the front door and unlocked it, kicking it open with my foot. 

 Then kicked it shut with my foot as I made my way inside. I set Sophilia down gently onto a large table 

 and started gathering medicine, bandages, potions, a needle with thread, and placing it all in a bucket. 

 Making my way back to her unconscious body ‘The first thing I need to do is stitch up that raw amputated 

 arm, wrap it, then clean up the other small cut on her face and arm. I take a deep breath in hopes of 

 calming this overwhelming feeling bubbling up. I start taking out the supplies from the bucket and 

 placing them down on the table. 

 With the now-empty bucket in hand, I make my way to the sink. First I wash my hands that are covered in 

 dry blood from the ride home then I place the bucket under the running faucet. As the water is filling the 

 bucket I grab a stack of rags, then shut off the water and head back to the table. I decided to start with 

 the largest wound, her missing left arm. With a wet rag, I wipe the blood from around the wound. Then 

 plunged the 

 Uncorking a bottle of healing potion I pour it onto the open wound and wipe it on the needle in my hand. 

 ‘This alone won’t close up the wound but it should prevent infection and speed up the healing process.’ 

 Without hesitation, I plunge the needle into the remaining skin and stitch the fatal wound shut. With every 

 new stitch, my fingers and the remainder of the arm were covered in more thick blood. I grab a pair of 

 scissors and cut the thick tread. Then take the ends with surgical pliers and tie off the last stitch. 

 Grabbing the rag from the warm water I tenderly wipe the blood off of the stump. Every time I plunge the 

 once white rag into the clean clear water it becomes a muddy red liquid that has a faint but strong 

 metallic smell. I toss the bloody rag into the bucket and grab a clean white rag. ‘Now I need to clean the 

 small cut on her face and arm.’ Emptying another bottle of healing potion onto the rag, I gently brush her 

 dirty blonde out of her face. ‘Her face looks just as beautiful as it did in the past. Even though she’s got 

 some new scars. I like the new additions.’ I scan her face, she still has the scar that runs to the middle of 

 her left cheek and the large scar jetting up from her jaw on the right side of her face. 



 A soft chuckle rings from my throat. ‘She probably thinks she looks so tough and badass with the new 

 scars.’ 

 I finish putting tape to secure a pad gauze to the few cuts on her face. Once all of her cuts are bandaged, 

 my attention wanders to the metal prosthetic left leg. ‘I didn’t want to think about it too much. But how 

 the hell did she lose her left leg? Was it a prison guard? I knew tons of people hated her because of what 

 the former King and Queen said about people like her. But would they go to these extremes?’ 

 My hands unbuckle the leather straps securing the prosthetic to the stub of her right leg. Pulling the 

 prosthetic off I lean it against the kitchen wall. I look at the stump to see how it was taken care of. ‘That’s 

 a rough-looking scar. Which means they left her to heal on her own with no medical care. Those 

 bastards! If I get my hands on them I’ll make them pay for the hurt they put her through.’ 

 I snake my arm under her leg and under her back. Then pick her up from the table and move her to the 

 couch in the living room. 

 I pull a blanket over her battered bandaged body and place a gentle kiss on her forehead. Making my 

 way back to my position brewing stand breaks my longing gaze on her beautiful sleeping face. 

 I start humming our song well gathering the ingredients for some healing potions. Muffled sniffs interrupt 

 my humming, I stop what I’m doing and my feet move without a second thought “Soph, are you okay? 

 Are you in pain?” 

 Now kneeling by the couch I gently laid her down on, I see tears flowing past her hand covering her eyes. 

 “I miss you. So much.” her words extinguish the worry ignited inside. I place my hand on her arm “I’ve 

 missed you too.” My eyes soften. 

 Her hand stays pressed over her eyes “Oh come on now, let me see your beautiful face.” 

 I wipe the tears running down her cheeks “No, I don’t want this dream to end. Please just a few more 

 minutes.” A small chuckle escapes my lips, I pull her hand away from her eyes and interlock our fingers. 

 “Trust me. Open your eyes love.” 

 Her grey eyes which many people mistake for hazel or green bloom open. They scan the ceiling and 

 surroundings behind me before finally meeting mine. More tears swell and fall from her irritated eyes and 

 her hand wiggles free from mine. “It’s really you.” 

 Her hand caresses my cheek, eyebrows furrow, and her lips form a smile. “Yeah, long time no…” She 

 lungs at me pulling me into a hug “see” I wrap my arms around her. She’s not the only one that’s afraid 

 that this is a dream that will end if I let go of her. 



 “Have now, be careful. You’re beaten pretty badly.” I whisper into her ear as I rub her back. She slowly 

 pulls herself back but still keeps her arm wrapped around my neck. I wipe away the tears falling from 

 her eyes. 

 “You're crying for me? I’m honored.” I give her a smirk, and she giggles. Then punches my shoulder 

 “Shut up, of course, I am you, idiot.” I dramatically grabbed the shoulder and she punched “Ow that hurt 

 so bad.” She scowls and tries to cross her arms in front of her chest but fails. 

 Her face melts back into a sorrowful but angry look. “That fucking bitch wasn’t happy with just my leg was 

 she. She had to take my arm too.” My brow furrow ‘How is she not in excruciating pain right now?’ Then 

 her face twisted into a pained expression. ‘There it is.’ I stand, about to turn and retrieve something when 

 I feel Sophilia grab my hand. “Where are you going?” Her voice was full of fear and desperation, her face 

 mirrored. 

 I plant a kiss on the top of her hand “I'm just going to grab you a potion for the pain. I’ll be right back. 

 I’m not going anywhere.” I can see her relax with my every word. She timidly nods her head. 

 After grabbing a bottle of regeneration potion, I pull up a chair to the edge of the couch. “Here, drink 

 this, it'll help speed up the healing process and get rid of the pain.” I uncork the bottle before handing it 

 to her. She pours the liquid down her throat. “Ew, it still tastes awful.” Taking the empty glass bottle from 

 her hands I chuckle. “Sorry bout that. Feeling better?” “Yeah, just sore all over.” Placing the bottle on the 

 floor I lean back into the chair and respond with a hum. 

 She moved forward and pulled me into another hug. “I’ve missed you so much.” I hugged her back “I’ll 

 never leave you again.” 


