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Sisters 
By Jessica Mitchell 

 
The Bakers sat gathered around their dinner table, the candle with its dripping wax casting grotesque shadows across 

the paneled walls. Ma was ladling warm cabbage stew onto everyone’s plates, and it seemed to Alice that she had a peculiar air 

about her that evening. Each time the sound of a lump of cabbage was heard squashing into the wooden plates and her ladle 

was emptied, she peered through her eyelashes at Hawisa, who was sitting demurely in front of her untouched plate and 

waiting for the prayer to begin, with a sparkle in her eye. It was as if they were exchanging a small and therefore intimate 

secret with each other that the other two daughters were barred from knowing unless they pried and begged.  

Soon the pot was empty and Ma sat in her respective spot around the low, uncomfortable table. She grabbed Pa’s hand 

with her left one, and Hawisa’s with her right, and began reciting the habitual prayer in her low, gentle voice.  

“Bless us, O Lord..” she started, eyes closed as gently as if she were asleep. Christiana, inexplicably stricken with 

something akin to panic, gazed madly at Hawisa, who was sitting there mouthing the words softly, appearing almost angelic as 

candlelight spasmed and weakened across her features. As always, intense delirium clouded in Christiana’s eyes, pooled 

precariously there between the bottom lid and the top, permanently on the brink of violent release.  

“And these, Thy gifts, which we are about to receive from Thy bounty..” Alice felt the familiar, bitter bile rise up in her 

throat, and she was once again wracked with both chills and hot sweat. She had been dying slowly since she was born. When 

she was held by Ma for the first time, she was completely bald. Now her hair was red and greasy, and a bead of simmering 

perspiration sprouted upon her scalp. She wanted to cough all of the brown and bloody gunk onto the table, but she was afraid 

that if she interrupted the prayer to do something so filthy that she would inevitably go to Hell.  

“Through Christ, our Lord, Amen.”  

Everyone opened their eyes, excluding Christiana, and repeated that Holy word, Amen, before rolling up their sleeves 

to eat. Alice immediately spat the burning mucus into her folded napkin, and as she stared at the stray bits of spittle that had 

made it onto her hand she realized that its brown-crimson hue and its thick, pulpy consistency reminded her of menstrual 

blood. Wiping her palm on the bosom of her dress, she recalled a moment that had happened almost four years prior. She had 

been laying down, throwing up into a water bucket and sweating profusely. The vomit had been particularly disgusting that 

day - and in the dreadful, tense moments between each bout of regurgitation she had picked up the bucket and tilted it this 

way and that, watching the liquid swish back and forth, to and fro, and felt absolutely nothing. She only remembered finding it 

very curious that no matter how little she ate, she’d always have something to cough up.  
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Alice had been eyeing her perpetually sullen reflection in the filmy, solidifying fluid when she heard a strangled cry 

from the fields.  

“What is it?! What is it, Hawisa?” Ma had cried, and Alice heard her bare feet pounding against the grass outside as she 

ran towards the field.  

“Blood! Blood! Blood on my hands!” Hawisa was crying now. There was a pause, and then a gleeful laugh. Alice could 

not understand, in her weak state, why anyone would be happy if their daughter began to bleed.  

The two burst through the door, and Alice noticed two very profound bloody handprints on Hawisa’s dress. She was 

still crying, and Alice worried that she was going to die, but then Ma cried: “You’re a woman! You’re a woman now!” And she 

ignored Christiana’s terrified screams from directly outside the open window because this was nothing new. Christiana always 

lost control when something new occurred, and she didn’t like to be ignored. She began to kick and punch at the wooden 

foundation of the house, her fists bloodying and cracking open, and she cried - as if she were revealing a very big secret - “I see 

you in there! I see you killing Hawisa, you whore!”  

Alice realized now, as she stared into her dish of cabbage soup, that it looked eerily similar to the vomit she’d had that 

day. She didn’t like these similarities - the menstrual blood and the slaver, the disgusting puke and her supper - and the 

perceived ominous significance of them ruined all of the appetite that she hadn’t had in the first place. In her peripheral vision, 

as she gazed idly at Christiana sobbing into her plate, Alice saw Ma place her utensil down and straighten her posture, her 

throat croaking as she cleared it.  

“Girls,” she began, shifting her gaze towards Alice and Christiana. “Hawisa won’t be here starting the day after 

tomorrow. She’ll be married off to Geoffrey Carpenter. You must have known this would happen.”  

Pa’s eyes stayed glued to his plate, and Ma’s darted nervously over to Christiana, who had suddenly stopped crying 

and was staring at the ceiling. Alice noticed that Hawisa was regarding her hands which were folded daintily in her lap. She 

was smiling, and unlike Pa and Ma, she seemed completely comfortable - proud, even - with her marriage being announced in 

front of her two degenerate, unmarriageable sisters. And then Alice remembered her mother’s smile as she was dishing out the 

cabbage soup, and she realized that her mother did not feel guilty, either, about presenting this information to them instead of 

just letting Perfect Hawisa disappear from their lives forever.  

Ma was right. She did know that this was going to happen, but she never thought that she would really have to face it, 

to see it with her own eyes. What hurt even more than the reality that she would never be desired like Hawisa, though, was 

that Ma had never loved her or Christiana enough to understand how painful it was to constantly be told: “Hawisa and I are 

going to town today. You girls stay and help your father,” or, “Alice, clean that up,” after she’d thrown up on herself and fell 
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unconscious, or, “I’m taking Hawisa to the matchmaker today.” Alice wanted desperately to be healthy and beautiful enough to 

go visit a matchmaker without being bitterly laughed at. If not that, she wished Ma would at least hide her resentment towards 

she and Christiana by perhaps telling them she loved them every so often, or letting them go into the village occasionally 

instead of forcing them to stay on the farm, treating them like chickens who were trying to escape the coop instead of like her 

own daughters.  

“Love me a little,” she wanted to yell at her mother. “Understand me a little. Take care of me a little.”  

And suddenly, the roles were reversed; Christiana sat silent and still in her chair, her eyes following an invisible bug 

or spirit as it made its way across the room, and Alice’s features became mutated by hysteria, acid - borne not from her 

stomach - pooling atop her tongue. She glared at Hawisa and watched herself doing so, floating above her hideous sack of a 

body that trembled in anger. She wanted to kill and she wanted to be killed.  

Once, when Alice was twelve and Hawisa was eight, Ma and Pa were kissing in the field outside the house. They’d put 

the girls to bed and waited until they looked like they were sleeping before creeping out, giggles and sultry remarks floating 

through the doorway as they left.  

“Pretend to be asleep,” Hawisa had whispered into Alice’s ear. Christiana was already knocked out, having tired 

herself crying, so she and Hawisa faked slumber, and now Ma and Pa were petting each other in the grass under the 

southernmost window.  

Hawisa decided the coast was clear, turning on the mattress of hay to face Alice, her head resting on her hands.  

“They’re going to have sex,” she squeaked, green eyes wide and trembling. “Ma told me about it, and that’s what 

they’re doing right now.”  

Immediately, Alice’s face flushed with realization. She recalled the time a couple of teenagers had staked out in the 

Bakers’ chicken coop and ravished each other, thrashing around and frightening the chickens so badly that Alice had to 

abandon picking at her bruises to go see what all of the excited whimpering was about. She was eleven then; and when she 

appeared as a silhouette in the doorway, her face masked by shadow, the teenagers began begging her to keep their 

rendezvous a secret. They’d crawled over to her on all fours, pine straw and corn digging into their bare knees, the boy’s 

genitals erect and hanging about, grabbing fistfuls of her dress as if she would run away and scream if they relinquished.  

Later she’d asked Ma what had been happening, and after casting an uncomfortable glance in Alice’s direction, she 

stared back down at her feet. “Sex,” she’d said. “They were having intercourse.”  

And despite the embarrassingly explicit nature of this encounter, it was not the thought of her parents being equally 

as impassioned within earshot that made her face burn. Instead, it was anger, jealousy, and bitter understanding: Ma had 



 
8 
never explained sexuality to Alice, and when confronted with a question about it, she’d seemed hesitant and disconcerted even 

while delivering her very brief answer.  

“What did she tell you?” Alice hissed, her eyes narrowing against her will. “When?”  

Hawisa peered into her sister’s face, a little tight-lipped smile adorning her features. Ma moaned, and there was the 

papery sound of grass being ripped from the dirt.  

“She told me that when I got married, my husband and I would do it right after the wedding,” she said, “and that it was 

one of the most pleasurable aspects of being a woman. Do you think you’re ever going to get married?”  

There was a scuffle, a noise like skin slapping against skin, and then a feminine exhale. Alice saw potent maliciousness 

in Hawisa’s eyes; embarrassing, hot tears formed behind her eyelids.  

“Ma said you definitely won’t…” Hawisa flipped over so her back was facing Alice. “She said you would probably throw 

up all over him during the wedding. Goodnight…”  

Another memory floated up before Alice, dug up from the deep recesses of her unconsciousness. She and Christiana 

were walking towards the community well, barefoot, kicking rocks along the way until their toes began to bleed. Suddenly 

Christiana stopped, dropping the bucket and falling to her knees.  

“I’m scared of Hawisa,” she whimpered, beginning to claw at the dirt as if digging. “I’m so scared of her. So scared, so 

scared, so scared, so scared.”  

“Scared? Why?” Alice asked, sitting cross-legged beside her. “What are you doing?”  

“The tunnels underground…. The tunnels I hear echoing while we sleep. I saw Hawisa come out of there - it’s Hell - 

that’s where she came from. I want to put out the fires down there… I want her to go away.”  

Alice retreated back into her body and looked Hawisa in the face. “Congratulations,” she’d said, coughing oily phlegm 

into her inner elbow. “Are we allowed to come to your wedding?”  

The next morning, Hawisa stayed inside with Ma to sew infant clothes and hunting boots for her wedding dowry. Alice 

and Christiana, prodding in the dirt like dogs for carrots and sweet potatoes, saw them laughing through the back window.  

“Doesn’t it enrage you?” Alice ventured, ignoring the disgusting feeling of grit beneath her fingernails. “The way they 

act around each other? Ma hates us, and she doesn’t even try to hide it.”  

Christiana, who had been yanking on the stem of the same buried carrot for several minutes, fell heavily onto her back 

as it was uprooted. Grinning triumphantly at the grey sky, she answered, “Yes. It makes me angry, and it makes me wish 

Hawisa were dead.”  
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“Well, maybe we should kill her.” Alice scoffed, and was somehow shocked at her own sincerity. The carrot that 

Christiana held in her limp hand - its rough, fleshy surface and its oblong, phallic shape - reminded her vividly of the teenage 

boy’s erect penis.  

“I’ve thought about killing her often.. One time I woke up in the middle of the night, and I saw her eyes burning red. I 

reached over and I wrapped my hands around her throat to choke her, but she laughed at me. It hurt my feelings. I went back 

to sleep.”  

Christiana sat up and latched onto the stem of another carrot, staring Alice down as she did so. The air was heavy with 

the promise of rain.  

“Our hair is orange just like these carrots,” She muttered, pausing, and then laughing maniacally.  

“Maybe we really should kill her,” Alice said. Her mouth tasted like blood. “I just really don’t want to go to Hell, and I’m 

afraid if we take her out we both will.”  

“God doesn’t like us, stupid. He’s already going to send us to Hell.”  

“Why do you say that?”  

“Because He hates us. That’s why you were born throwing up and filthy, and it’s why I was born seeing evil things and 

screaming. We should kill her. It won’t matter. I hate her. I want to see her bleed.”  

Alice understood that Christiana was right; God really did hate them, and He did all along. She looked up at the sky, 

finding the outline of the sun that burned through the clouds and glaring at it, her eyes beginning to water painfully. She 

covered them with her dirty right hand; with her left, she reached for the carrot her sister had harvested and bit into it.  

Christiana continued digging around the carrot with her sore and bleeding fingers.  

“How should we do it?” She asked. “Whenever I daydream about it, I imagine shoving her into a ditch. Then I shovel 

dirt on top of her until she can’t breathe, and she’s buried there forever.”  

Alice shuddered, using all of her willpower to fight back the nausea that was flowering in her gut. Her hands were 

shaking, and she realized that she was sickened more by the carrot chunks stuck between her teeth than the prospect of 

murdering her sister.  

“We have to figure out how to get her alone,” She said, letting out a huff of air. “She’s stuck to Ma like glue, and she 

hates us too much to help us with our chores.”  

“You’re dumb. We just have to tell her Geoffrey wants to see her. She’s obsessed with him. She’d do anything to see 

him.”  

“How do you know that?”  
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“Because she moans in her sleep.”  

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Alice retorted, but she knew that it did.  

“Tonight,” Christiana panted; she was furiously digging in the dirt as if she were trying to find the tunnels Hawisa had 

come from. “We can tell her that he told us he wants to meet her in the woods.”  

Alice felt searing, rotten envy bubble up in her stomach, mingling and intertwining disgustingly with a violent nausea. 

Hawisa and Geoffrey had never had an actual conversation with each other. After the matchmaker had declared them to be a 

perfect pair, both families met in the square and discussed the wedding arrangements; and when Pa, Ma, and Hawisa returned, 

Hawisa had flopped onto the hay bed with a yellow dandelion weed in her left hand, saying, over and over: “I love him, I love 

him, I love him..”  

“Already?” Alice had asked, hiding her bitter scowl by staring out at the field through the window. “Is he really all that 

nice?”  

“Oh, he’s perfect!” Hawisa had almost whimpered.  

“What did he say to you, then?”  

“Nothing, really.” Alice heard Hawisa prop herself up on her elbow, and she could picture the smirk that would now be 

marring her soft, feminine features. She couldn’t bear to look. “But we couldn’t stop staring at each other. Even while Ma and 

Pa were talking about when we should marry - really important things for a couple - he was looking at me, his eyes going up 

and down my body the whole time. You wouldn’t get it, but that’s how love begins. A look.”  

Then and now, Alice found herself wondering what it felt like to be desired - wholly, and without any shared history - 

by a man. What was it to watch a stranger’s pupils dilate at the sight of you? She wondered whether she was capable of 

garnering such a reaction, weaving tangling nets of impossible fantasies in her mind as she tried to fall asleep each night. In 

her dreams, an attractive man, who she had happened to come upon, saw right through her. He looked into her eyes - past her 

sagging cheeks, protruding rib cage, and yellowish complexion - and in them he saw something worthy of unbridled, 

passionate love.  

“She’ll just want to go without us,” Alice countered after a moment. Christiana thought briefly, her tangled hair 

fluttering in the muggy breeze.  

“No,” she replied. “Hawisa is stupid. We can tell her we’re coming to keep watch. Or maybe one of us can stay at home 

for a little bit before following. We have to do it together.”  

Alice felt the cool tickle of a single raindrop on the back of her neck, nestled right where she bent her head to stare at 

the half-eaten carrot in the dirt beneath her. It rolled slowly beneath her dress, weaving its way along her spine like a tiny little 
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river. It was pouring now. A pang of thunder resounded from the sky, yet the two sisters made no effort to remove themselves 

from the soggy ground. Christiana looked inside at Hawisa and Ma - and they were staring amusedly at the field. Why weren’t 

they moving? They’re being so characteristically strange. If they don’t watch out they might get struck by lightning. Hawisa 

laughs, and it the sound of it clangs like wind chimes during a storm.  

“Okay.” Alice said eventually, rising shakily to her feet. At that moment, with the image of a pained, bleeding Hawisa 

forming slowly in her mind, she felt like both the butcher and the pig. She felt her fist clench around a knife that was not there. 

She felt her stomach convulse violently from the impact of its blade.  

Christiana watched her as she stood, immediately following suit.  

“Okay, what?” She yelled through the rain, taking Alice’s head between her hands. “Are we going to do it? Are we going 

to kill her? Tell me if we’re going to do it.”  

“Stop it. Stop it, stop it, stop it. They might hear you in there.”  

“Just tell me. Are we going to do it together?”  

Christiana pushed inwards on Alice’s temples, gritting her teeth in satisfaction as she noticed the crimson hue that had 

overtaken her face.  

“Stop it! It hurts, Christiana! You’re going to pop me like a grape. It hurts!”  

“I’ll stop if you tell me we’re going to kill her.”  

Collapsing to her knees again - though still not released from Christiana’s grip - Alice let out several strangled, 

desperate sobs.  

“I can’t think when you’re doing this to me!” She cried out in despair, and she found herself gagging on both the bile in 

her throat and the rainwater that pummeled down relentlessly. “Please stop, please let me go, and I’ll tell you. I h-have to - I 

have to think about it.”  

Christiana grunted, pushing Alice’s back to the dirt and holding her down with her weight. She paused for a moment, 

stretching her arms behind her back, before grabbing her head again and pressing with renewed strength.  

“You don’t have to think about anything,” she hollered, leaning downwards until their noses were touching. “Look in 

there. Do you see them coming to save you?! Do you see them concerned about me killing you?!”  

Christiana loosened her grip so Alice could turn to look through the house’s window, and it was true - it was so 

painfully true. Ma and Hawisa stood there watching, their arms crossed, their mouths occasionally opening and closing in 

speech. The familiar candle was placed in the middle of the dinner table, struggling to stay burning in the oppressively humid 

air.  
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“Fine,” Alice finally managed to choke out, and she wondered where all her certainty had gone. “We’ll kill her. 

Tonight.”  

She felt her face go numb upon Christiana’s release.  

“Good,” she laughed, and she began sprinting towards the house, clumsily, tripping every now and then on an 

upturned rock or nothing at all.  

Alice laid there in the rain. The clouds roared with thunderous rage, and she felt in her heart that it was the voice of 

God. She rolled onto her stomach, burying her head in the mud and weeping at the horror of it all.  

Later, after she’d been emptying her stomach into that same water pail from before for hours, a filmy sheen of cold 

sweat finding its way onto her skin, she began finding it difficult to understand why it was that she’d felt so miserable only a 

short while before. Alice looked at Hawisa from her spot on the dirt, the scuttle nestled between her spread legs. And as she 

listened to every painfully specific wedding idea and the giggles that inevitably sounded in response to them, Christiana 

rocking back and forth on her heels by the window, she remembered and relived each malicious comment, forced exclusion, 

and cruel trick from Hawisa. Everything seemed to appear before her and repeat itself as she clenched and unclenched her 

toes in her drenched shoes, grinding her teeth together in furious adrenaline. Of course she had to kill her. What else was there 

to do? What else did Hawisa deserve? She found herself feeling so overwhelmed by the furious ferocity of her thoughts that 

she began to cry bitter tears into the already half-filled bucket.  

She’d plummeted into a dreamless sleep shortly after dinner, Christiana’s hand positioned on her shoulder as a 

reminder, in case she’d managed to forget about their plan; and as soon as the first owl hummed from its roost in the forest, 

the moon’s dusty figure rising solemnly from beneath the cloudy horizon, she was being shaken awake by a wide-eyed and 

eager Hawisa. “Alice, wake up, wake up,” she’d chanted in a whisper, fingers gripping urgently at the stained collar of her 

dress. “We’re going to the bathroom. Stay awake so you can tell Ma and Pa if they wake up. Okay?”  

It took everything in Alice’s power not to laugh in her face. She imagined how stupid Hawisa must think she was to 

believe that she would ever be considerate just for the sake of it, answering quietly, “Fine.” And after two minutes - the time 

she and Christiana had agreed it would reasonably take for them to reach the wood’s entrance on foot - she began her trek 

down the village path, her bare feet sinking wetly into the sogging ground.  

Every footfall felt like it took her further from the prison that was her body, her perpetual nausea and painful welts 

peeling away from her form like a snake’s old and wrinkled skin. The borders between herself and the stars above her faded 

into obscurity; the rainwater from the previous storm that pooled between her toes with each step she took seemed gentle - a 

hug from the world itself - rather than frigid and uncomfortable. And as she pictured herself killing her sister in different ways, 
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the forest growing large before her, she began to feel like an impatient customer rather than the butcher with his cleaver or 

the pig with his squeals.  

“Would you want Geoffrey to see you like this?” She heard Christiana’s voice from just inside the wood’s dark 

entrance. A lone cricket chirped in a thicket at her feet. “You look so stupid. What are you going to do? Cry? Scream for help? 

He won’t hear you. He’s too busy pretending to be asleep, fantasizing about your wedding night.”  

Alice emerged into the forest just as Christiana was ramming her shoed foot against Hawisa’s ribcage, a sharp cracking 

sound reverberating outwards, causing the bugs in the underbrush to pause their singing to listen. Christiana had used one of 

her socks to gag her and Hawisa wheezed painfully into it.  

“Are you that slow?” she continued, giggling, placing one heel against her stomach and leaving it there as she spoke. 

“You’re a bitch to us all the time, and you thought we’d help you be a whore? You thought we’d help you? I fucking hate you. I 

hate you so bad.”  

As Christiana prodded at the injured places with her toe, Alice surveyed the damage that had already been done. 

Hawisa’s arm lay diagonally behind her, the fingers curled and purple from the crippling lack of circulation; and her left calf 

somehow stood slightly upwards, a tiny sliver of bone showing itself where the bump of her knee should have been. She 

sobbed violently, her exposed throat trembling as she gasped. “How did you…” Alice stuttered out, discomfort and hesitance 

again creeping into her psyche. She shoved it down.  

“How did you do this so quickly? I didn’t take that long.”  

“They told me to do it like this.” Christiana replied.  

“Oh.”  

“And since we wanted to get it over with, I didn’t have time to dig a hole to throw her in.”  

Upon hearing that comment, Hawisa screamed with renewed panic, thrashing around and crying out at the pain of 

moving. Christiana rolled her eyes, punctuating her sentence by kicking her in the gut. There was a certain animalistic vitality 

about her tonight. She possessed a remarkable degree of mental insight - one that she hadn’t displayed since she was a very 

small child commanding ant kingdoms in the dirt, or explaining events at the dinner table that had never happened but were 

nevertheless true to her.  

Alice found herself wondering whether or not she remembered being mocked for her tales. She wondered if, during 

bouts of perceived wellness, Christiana heard Hawisa’s spiteful, doubting voice in her mind, saying, “Stop being brainless. None 

of that happened.. Shut up, no one believes you.” And she wondered if she also heard Ma laughing good-naturedly in response, 

Pa’s silence, and the roar of confusion that comes with being told everything you’ve ever perceived is a lie.  
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“Stupid,” Christiana muttered, searching around in the dirt some feet away with her hands. “Hawisa, you’re so stupid.”  

She returned moments later, a sizeable rock in her right hand. With a look of complete self-assurance on her face, she 

extended her arm out to Alice, her tight-lipped grin widening as Hawisa floundered, sobbing, in realization. Alice understood.  

“Okay.” She whispered, her hands going cold. She became aware, again, of the storm raging in her stomach. “But take 

the sock away from her mouth. I want to talk to her.”  

“Not a good idea.”  

“I’ll just kill her if she screams. I promise.”  

“If you take too long,” Christiana murmured, lifting Hawisa by the hair and pulling the gag away. “I’ll just do it myself. 

Don’t get all soft. Don’t get all nice. Don’t get all soft. Don’t get all nice.”  

Alice waited for Hawisa to catch her breath, listening to the pained, piggish squeal of her lungs that came with each 

inhale and exhale. She wanted desperately to call back the rage she’d felt at home, with the used bucket between her legs; or 

even the detachment she’d experienced on the way there would get the job done - but instead, she felt a terribly heavy 

numbness take over her entire being. She felt utterly exhausted, and she longed to curl up next to the injured, immobile 

Hawisa and fall into a deep sleep.  

“Why?” she eventually managed to ask, her voice raspy and hardly there. “I’ve been a good sister to you. I was always 

nice to both of you.”  

Christiana laughed so hard that she began to choke.  

Squatting down next to Hawisa’s head, Alice placed the stone just out of her reach. She studied her. How strange it is, 

she thought, that our eyes are the same shape and color. She noticed the peculiar physical similarities between the two of them 

- the arch of their eyebrows, the bumps on their noses - that had gone completely unnoticed because of Alice’s hideous, 

irremovable cloak of illness. She felt the dewy petals of a dandelion weed in her left hand, and the hot sensation of her cheeks 

turning red in interest. She felt Geoffrey’s searing gaze, and the warmth of Ma’s embrace. And she remembered, vaguely, the 

curious sight of Hawisa being born - her round cheeks purple and covered with translucent film. Just as she was then, she was 

sobbing helplessly, defenseless, feeling wholly entitled to life.  

“I can’t do it.” She stood up and backed away, passing the rock over to Christiana with hardly a glance.  

“Why?” Christiana said irritatedly. She nevertheless raised it over her head and proceeded to take aim. The tunnels 

below them roared with activity; and God, sitting in the trees with the owl, cooed in interest.  

“I just can’t.” Alice replied, and she thought she tasted the carrot from that afternoon on her breath. “She’s too 

beautiful. She’s too beautiful for me to kill.” 
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Jar of Fireflies 
By Lillian Holmes 

How diligent is God, really? My mother’s worn and tearing Bible tells me he sees all, but I don’t buy it.  

I cheated on a test once, and when I got away with it, I sat and waited for a tunnel straight to Hell to open up beneath 

my feet. The tunnel never came, and no scales-correcting karma has been delivered to my doorstep. So, if I’m being honest, I 

don’t think he’s paying much attention.  

If God really was always watching he’d see how the other kids at school get quiet when I walk by, and the way they 

whisper once I’m gone. He’d have opened up a tunnel straight to Hell beneath my feet years ago, I’m sure of it. Whatever he’s 

got down there can’t possibly sock a punch harder than the world up here.  

If God was always watching maybe he’d have mercy on the pitiful, fatherless girl pleading for help on this deserted 

beach. Maybe he’d see her, even for just a moment.  

“Cara,” My mother’s voice shakes me out of my thoughts and I look over. She seems more relaxed than I’ve seen her in 

months, and the spark of her fading beauty shines brighter than usual. She looks at me tentatively, like she would at a balloon 

about to pop. “What are you thinking about right now?” She asks.  

I can’t exactly tell her I’m fantasizing about my future life in The Underworld, so I say, “Just looking at the birds.” She 

squints at me, even though the sun is behind her, and makes a sour face, like my answer has disappointed her beyond 

measure.  

“Yes, but what are you thinking about?”  

“I dunno, Mory. What should I be thinking about?” She lays her head back on her towel and huffs in exasperation. She 

hates when I call her that, but I can’t help it that Mom never suited her well. Like poison, my next words come spilling out 

before I can stop them. “That’s why we came here, isn’t it? So we could think about things. If you’re so worried then tell me, 

what should I be thinking about?” I lay my head down next to hers, and look up at the birds again. The ocean laps yards from 

our feet and I crinkle my toes in the sand. Supposedly, this was my father’s favorite place in the world. I thought I might feel 

closer to him here, but his presence doesn’t linger like I had hoped.  

“Nothing, nevermind. I’ll just be quiet.” Dejectedly, she puts on her sunglasses and tilts her head. I know that this is the 

part where I should feel guilty and give her something to hang onto; something to help her feel like she’s done her job as a 

mother, but the guilt never comes, and I don’t make an effort to fake it.  

I try to see what Dad saw in this beach. I close my eyes and imagine what it looked like ten years ago, when he first 

showed it to us. Ten years ago, when he ran my pigtail braids through his calloused fingers like silk, when his broad shoulders 
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were the perfect seat for my stubby legs to dangle from, and when none of us knew what the next ten years would bring. In 

retrospect, it feels pretty close to perfect and I take comfort in the quilted memory.  

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

“Cara! Wait for Mommy and Daddy before you jump in!” The woman yells to her daughter over the sound of crashing 

waves. She ignores the plea and dives in anyway, her black locks rippling under the crystal water. Anxiously, the older woman 

removes her cover-up and head towards the water. It’s been two years since they had adopted Cara, and, even still, jealous 

thoughts inch into her conscience. She wonders if Cara had been this disobedient around her biological mother. Does she miss her? 

Does she resent the mother for being the one who took her away? Before her thoughts blow away with the sharp gusts of ocean 

wind, a hand wraps around hers tightly.  

“Hey, hey, hey. Try to relax for a moment, okay?” He squeezes Mory’s hand once and takes an exaggerated breath, 

beckoning for her to do the same. She inhales and stands still to appease him. For a second, it works, and all she can hear is the 

birds, and the waves, and their exhales. Right then, it feels like George is the only one keeping her sane, the only one keeping her 

feet tethered to the ground. Then, she remembers what he had distracted her from and she looks to see the little girl’s raven head 

splashing in the shallows. “See, she’s fine. She knows her limits.” George mutters with enviable optimism.  

“She’s four. Everything is her limit” his wife replies while setting up their towels and umbrella.  

“Well that’s pretty harsh, how would you feel if I said that to you?” George pops his hip like a cheerleader and wags  his 

finger in his wife’s direction.  

“Fair point,” she says, and lies back on the towel waiting for him to join her. Instead, he sticks his tongue out and runs to 

the water. He laughs, a deep bellowing laugh, the sort of laugh that spreads across a room like a blanket, then splashes in the 

waves beside Cara. Mory would bottle that laugh if she could. Bottle it and put it at her bedside like Cara does with fireflies. That 

way she could listen to it again and again.  

To him, being with Cara comes so easy. She worships his light and his ease and as hard as Mory may try, she knows she 

will never have that type of effortless bond. But, if Mory has learned anything from her forty years on Earth, it’s that some things 

have to be worked for, and she didn’t exactly adopt a two year-old girl to be a part of her family because she thought it was going 

to be easy. George says that with time Cara’ll open up to her, yet two years have passed and she’s only had miniscule victories.  

“Hey!” George calls from the water, “I bet you can’t catch us!” With one arm he scoops Cara up and places her on his 

shoulders. She puts her chubby arms up in the air and shakes her head with vicious resolve.  

Standing up, Mory puts her hands on her hips and yells, “Oh, are you sure about that?” In a moment, she runs to them in 

exaggerated strides. Along the breaking waves, they move in slow motion. For a time, it feels to Mory like the three of them are the 
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only people on Earth. Nothing else matters but this little haphazard family. As quilted and broken as it is, it is hers, and she is its, 

forever.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

I don’t remember much about the first time we came to this beach. Globs and pieces come back to me, but I’m not 

totally sure which ones are mine, and which come from the stories Mory has told me. The second time, though, is tattooed in 

my brain, constantly on replay. It was his birthday, and somehow, with an excessive amount of sweet-talking, he had 

convinced his doctors that the trip was a good idea. That was my father until the bitter end, charming, charismatic, and 

indignant, the most lethal combination. If he wanted something, you were either stupid or crazy to try and stop him. I think 

that’s why he fell in love with Mory. She definitely wasn’t stupid, but she was the only one crazy enough to put up a solid fight. 

I glance at her in my peripheral. She is a somber version of peaceful there on the beach. Goosebumps run down her thin arms 

even in the summer heat and fade at her long and veiny fingers. I watch the blood pump through a vein beneath her paper 

skin. Steadily, it pulses. Her heart may be broken, but at least it’s still beating,  

At the time of our second visit, it had been six months and three blood transfusions since my father’s diagnosis that 

had uprooted our fragile foundation, and he was doing better than ever. His red blood cell count had never been higher, and 

almost everyone agreed a little sunlight would be good for him. So, with the accompaniment of three oxygen tanks and one full 

time nurse we set off to the remote beach for the first time in eight years.  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________   

Mory pulls the car up to one of the diminishing dunes, and owl-like, whips her head around to face Cara and her father in 

the backseat. “Are you sure you’re feeling well enough for this? You know, it’s not too late to go back. No one would judge you for 

it,” she says while tilting her head.  

“Honey, please stop treating me like a child, and put the car in park. Maybe then, I can enjoy this beautiful day with my 

beautiful family. I’m fine.” Reluctantly, Mory turns the car off and makes to help him out of his seat. With a heave, his once 

intimidating stature stands up, and Cara hands him his cane. The couple walks across the sand. Side by side, they hold each other 

up. Both weak, both crumbling, but for very different reasons.  

Mory hasn’t slept a full night in weeks, and, honestly, Cara can’t remember the last time she saw her eat or drink anything 

other than black coffee. Dark bags have grown under her tired eyes. This trip was supposed to be a light in what feels like miles of 

darkness. But, the light has already started to flicker. In a desperate attempt to lighten up their dull mood, Cara plasters a smile 

across her face and runs straight away into a flock of gulls in the sand. Feathers light up into the sky and she laughs.  
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“I think they like me, no?” she yells to them. Her father laughs too. It’s not the show-stopping heartwarming laugh it used 

to be, but it’s something. The laugh is trailed closely by a coughing fit, and Mory frantically calls to the nurse. He waves them off 

and stands back up, determined to make it to the water’s edge. He moves slowly and decisively, more like a sloth than a man. The 

trek is slowed down by a combination of sporadic coughing bouts followed by Mory’s incessant worrying. Eventually, the four of 

them make it to the water.  

In silence, they watch the waves crash and lap at their feet. The father’s eyes are closed and he stands with his palms open 

towards the sea, accepting its unyielding power with open arms. He closes one of his fists and reaches up to his nose. Silently, he 

pulls the tubes from his nostrils and takes a deep inhale before Mory has time to notice. His expression softens as the salt air fills 

his lungs.  

“When I’m gone,” he starts with a shaky breath, “Let me rest with the water.” He looks at his wife, then at Cara. She 

desperately wants to tell him not to talk like that, that they’re gonna get through this, but she’s worried he’ll hear the shake in her 

voice, and see right through it. All she can do is manage a nod and squeeze his hand tighter.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

I start to stand up and walk to the water. Why, I don’t know, but for some reason I feel like I need to. Like a magnet, 

the ocean pulls me toward it and I obey. My knee buckles in the sand as I walk closer. Behind me, Mory yells something, but the 

crashing of the waves and ringing of my ears drowns out her call.  

Let me rest with the water, he had said. I think about what he asked of us that day, in this very spot, and I stop, knee 

deep in the water, suddenly repulsed by its existence. In the same way that I had been drawn to it, I am drawn out of it and I 

thrash against its embrace. Anger absorbs me and my unsuspecting victim is the sea. I kick dents in the foam of the coming 

wave and punch holes in that of the receding. I put my head under water and scream at the top of my lungs until I have no air 

left to give and the water unyieldingly enters my throat.  

Above the surface, I yell in envy. I yell because there’s nothing left to do but to yell. So I scream and I kick until my 

throat dries and my leg tires. As I catch my breath, I sweep my fingers through the cool liquid and wonder if a trace of him is 

still here.  

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The coolness of the metal surprises her. For some reason, she had expected it to still be hot when Mory had handed it to 

her in the car. She runs her fingers slowly over the smooth surface and traces the engraved letters.  

At the beach, she takes off her shoes and feels the warm sand cushion her feet. With one hand, she holds onto the smooth 

metal, and with the other she grabs a hold of Mory’s. They walk slowly to the waves. The gulls that once cawed without abandon, 
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sit still, watching, like they know why they are there, like they miss him too. Every part of the beach is grieving. The wind sings a 

dirge as it runs its fingers through Cara’s dark hair, and the sand dances in tune. The waves lead the procession march. When the 

water meets her toes and the soles of her feet sink deeper into the wet sand, she unscrews the top. Her fingers grasp a handful of 

the fine dust and she holds out her open palm. The wind grabs hold and together they float into the blue. He had told them he 

wanted to rest with the water. 
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Double Trouble 
By Laura Cooper 

“WHAT DID YOU SAY?”  

“I said goodbye!” I yelled. 

“WHAT?”  he shouted again. 

I didn’t even bother trying to respond again. I knew he wouldn’t hear unless I got right in his face and strained my 

voice to the point of losing it for the rest of the day. His supposedly state-of-the-art hearing aids didn’t seem to make a 

difference, despite the hefty sum we paid for them. Breaking the silence I didn’t care to fill, he called, “See you in an hour, love.”  

Frank’s croaky shout echoed through the narrow hall and reached me as I stepped through the doorway, not 

bothering to respond. The front door swung shut behind me and brought a wave of calm that rushed over my body. I smiled, 

exhaled, and began to make my way down the hallway. 

Every day I looked forward to that walk down to retrieve dinner. My shoes hardly made a sound on the decorative 

brown carpets, leaving me in silent solitude, but I didn’t mind. In fact, it was the silence that excited me most. A rare three 

minutes, or sometimes five when my hip became stiff as it tended to on rainy days, where the only noises I had to focus on 

were my breath and the air conditioner blasting through metal vents on the floor. The gentle “ding” of the elevator signaled its 

arrival to rescue me, a captive of sorts, from the 4th floor.  

I made my way through the winding halls I knew so well. You would think after three years of the same decorations, 

the same aggressively-pleasant lobby music, and the same beige-brown hues around every turn I would be tired of this walk, 

but it never grew old. Approaching the glass double doors, the sounds of laughter and chatter spilled into the hall, cutting 

through the silence of my stride. My heart sang and I quickened my pace, heading into the large dining hall.  

Some couples sat side-by-side at the tables, enjoying their warm dinner. Others sat opposite of one another, playing a 

game of chess or cards. A few residents had family in town. It was always so fun to watch grandchildren and great-

grandchildren scampering around, bringing smiles to the faces of everyone in the hall. I used to feel a tinge of jealousy, 

sometimes anger, when I saw families in to visit other residents so often. I thought the world had been unfair to me and 

assumed they enjoyed rubbing their happiness in my face, somehow mocking my solitude.  These days, it didn’t bother me one 

bit. In fact, my gloomy mood seemed to vanish in this space. Because of the kind staff, the games being played, the movies 

playing on TVs in the corner. Because I knew it was my chance to see him. 

--- 

The first time we ever met, I was having quite possibly one of my worst days in a long time. My hip had been causing 

me incredible pain. My nurse had banned me from taking more than 1 ibuprofen capsule so as not to interfere with my other 
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medications. Frank had been yelling even louder than usual all morning, and I knew I had to escape from the apartment before 

I lost my mind. The hallway wasn’t far enough away, so I hobbled my way outside to the small courtyard gardens, hoping I 

could spend some time alone out in the fresh air. Finally arriving to the concrete bench framed by a rosebush, I took a seat and 

took in the aromatic corner of the garden. I couldn’t tell if I felt like crying or screaming. I was always an easy-going person my 

entire life. It was hard for me to feel wronged and I rarely lost my temper. Even as a child, I was almost always smiling or 

laughing. But here in the garden, my mind began to wander as I wallowed in self-pity, cursing whatever supernatural force had 

forced me to be here. It was almost a culmination of the past month of mundane, repetitive activities, conversations, and 

always yelling. So much yel-- 

“What are you doing out here all alone?” 

His voice interrupted my thoughts which had started to run wild with the ounce of negativity I fed them. 

“Oh!” I was so wrapped up in myself that I hadn’t even heard someone walking in the courtyard. 

“Don’t worry about little old me. I’m simply enjoying the… roses!” 

He threw his head back, laughing with a sparkle in his eyes. Somehow that chuckle made me feel at ease, like the 

worries that consumed me minutes before were suddenly insignificant. His eyes showed his age, but his jolly cheekbones 

countered any resemblance of grumpy old man that I had grown so accustomed to in my apartment.  

That day, we ended up talking for an hour and a half, but it felt like no time had passed. The only thing that made me 

realize the time was the vibrant orange sunset that slowly disappeared behind the western horizon. Moments later, a night 

nurse wandered out on her way to the trash bins and was startled, and slightly alarmed, to see us outside still as it had grown 

slightly cooler in the night air.  We quickly assured her we were just fine, but reluctantly made our way back inside to the 

institutional lighting of the beige-brown lobby. As we began to head our separate ways back to our respective rooms, I realized 

I didn’t even know his name. After sharing our biggest regrets, deepest fears, and greatest accomplishments we hadn’t even 

learned the most basic detail about one another! I asked what I should call him, and his words hung in the air around me for 

the rest of that night.  

“Calvin.” 

I turned towards the hallway leading to the elevator, attempting to hide my blushing face. Oh, I felt like a teenager again, 

meeting a cute boy at the movies and getting butterflies in my stomach.  

“And what should I call you, young lady?” 

I swiveled my head back, giggling. 

“Mabel,” I said with another giggle and wink. 
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I headed up to my room, forgetting my sour mood that seemed so important just hours before. My hip didn’t seem to 

hurt so bad on the walk back upstairs that evening. 

--- 

Before opening the door, I already knew what would await me inside the small apartment. I couldn’t help but feel 

guilty about the tiniest part of me that hoped Frank would be dozed off on the couch or away with the nurse for a walk. As I 

turned the corner, stepping into the living room area, I saw that neither of these desires were true. Frank was sitting up and he 

stared at me, not speaking for a while. I could tell he was tired by the way his eyes sunk at the outer corners, the way the left 

corner of his mouth twitched a little.  

“Where have you been? It’s almost dinner time and you’ll be leaving again. You’ve been out all afternoon it seems.” 

Because he was growing tired, his voice wasn’t as loud as usual, somehow sounding hollow, or shallow. Or perhaps it 

was my guilt for the time I spent enjoying talking to someone besides him for a change that made my mind process his words 

as softer. For the rest of the night, I felt like my every move was being watched, plagued with guilt, yet for some reason, I was 

still drawn to Calvin’s aura.  

Soon enough, my eyes began to droop and sleep finally came to me. For the first night in several years, I slept 

peacefully. My dreams weren’t clouded with my usual pent-up frustration from the day before. 

From that first day of meeting onward, I always hoped I would run into Calvin on my nightly walk down to the dining 

hall, knowing I would consistently be met with his easygoing, gentle spirit. I often wondered why I felt the need to hide him 

from Frank, as if my pleasure of having made a friend here was somehow a sin. I always felt so guilty, yet so at-peace whenever 

I returned home after a run-in with Calvin during a day.  

----- 

I looked across the room, my stomach dropping as I caught a glimpse of the back of a tall man’s head. His neatly trimmed 

hair and stylish sport jacket caught my eye, and my stomach dropped as I recognized who it was. I could hear his contagious 

laughter from the next room over where I was standing. A magnetic force began to pull me towards him. Tapping his shoulder, I 

couldn’t help the smile making its way onto my face. As soon as he turned around I caught Frank’s deep blue eyes in my own. My 

heart seemed to skip a beat as he swept me off my feet and whispered in my ear, “I love you.” 

I woke up, my heart pounding, and checked the clock. 4:53 AM. I rolled over to see Frank sleeping beside me: 

sprawled on his back, hair tossed in all directions, snoring softly, just as he had for the past 63 years we’d shared a bed. I 

breathed in and out to the rhythm of Frank’s light snores, thinking about the dream, turning it over and over in my mind until I 

realized. I didn’t love Calvin, I could never. Instead, I desired him because he reminded me of what I loved about Frank when 



23 
 

 
 

we were young. The way he made me feel young again, the way he gazed into my eyes. After weeks of confusion and conflicting 

feelings since that first day I met Calvin, I finally found peace with my wanting towards him. It truly was platonic, our brief 

moments of chatter with one another. My mind continued churning these thoughts and they fizzled out as I drifted back to 

sleep. 

I sat up and looked to my bedside table, this time the clock read 9:07. The bedroom door creaked open slowly as 

Frank slowly backed into the room. He turned around, tray in hand.  

“Oh good, you’re awake!” he yelled loudly.  

“I brought you breakfast in bed today, you missed the last call downstairs!” 
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Inescapable 
By Brooke Chow 

I feel stuck. I wonder if I’ll ever make it out. Out of the factory. Out of the slums. And out of Bangladesh.  

As I put on my scratchy uniform, I look out the tiny square window on the second floor. I can see the rusty shacks 

below and a sliver of the grey sky, darkened by nearby smokestacks. The light of the sun is dulled by thick smog and the 

muddy road below is indiscernible.  

I bow my head, clasp my hands, and close my eyes. Today, I pray that I will earn at least thirty-five taka. It is enough to 

buy two hot parathas and my favorite litchi drink. Ma would be displeased if she knew I prayed for money, but I know that my 

unspoken thoughts will never be heard.  

Before I start my shift, I make my way to the latrine where there are already dozens of women lined up. Frustrated, I 

amble my way to the back of the line. As I wait, I quietly look around at the women around me. Some appear half my age, 

others look like mature mothers, and others are older with full faces of wrinkles and sun spots; but all of us are weary eyed, 

brown skinned, and dressed in dirty uniforms.  

I wonder if I’ll be one of the older women still working at the factory one day. When will I be out of here? Will I ever 

make it out?  

I tell myself that I’ll make enough money to move far, far away. Maybe to Saudi Arabia. Maybe to Kuwait. Maybe even 

to America. In America, I could work as a cleaner or housekeeper. For those few moments, I allow myself the luxury of 

imagination. I imagine the colossal skyscrapers and high-rises in America. I would walk on the immaculately paved streets and 

breathe in the fresh, crisp air of the beautiful city. The streets would be packed with upbeat, busy crowds of people celebrating 

their culture and country. My satchel would be filled with dollars and I would be able to wear brightly-colored, cotton clothing 

with pretty floral designs and sparkles. Maybe, I could even try a hot dog?  

The bell rings and I realize it’s time to work. I stare hopelessly at the long line of women still in front of me. I’m 

frustrated that I didn’t relieve myself before I had arrived at the factory. I would now have to use one of my two break periods.  

As I push my way through the sea of women to get to my place in the production line, I spot a familiar face—just for a 

fleeting moment. It’s Eva, my schoolmate from nearly seven years ago. Her family was very well off, so it surprises me that 

she’s here now. She was the girl that would kindly give me the leftovers of her biryani during lunch time. She always had the 

reddest cheeks and the biggest smile. But it’s clear that things have changed: her cheeks are pale and her frame droops like a 

sunflower during winter time.  
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The screeching sound of the assembly machine rouses me from my thoughts and I know it’s time to start. I grab the 

squeeze bottle and rubber before me and start gluing. The potent adhesive smell makes my throat itch and nose burn. I ignore 

the sensation, knowing it’ll fade soon.  

Today, I need to assemble 400 pairs of shoes. I assemble as quickly as possible, knowing the day will only get harder 

with time.  

Periodically, the women around me strike up chatter. Most of them are older and fuller-figured. Their wrists and 

forearms are thick from factory work and their hips are wide from sitting. They like to chatter about their families and dreams. 

They talk about what they will do once they have saved up enough. They often talk about creating a better future for their 

children by sending them to school. The elderly woman to the right of me talks about giving her grandson an education.  

“He was pulled out of school to work at only six years old,” I hear her say. Just like me, I think to myself. “He is such a 

bright, young boy. What a shame, what a shame.” Hearing her talk about her grandson today makes me feel hopeless. Without 

an education, I am nothing. Earning a few dozen taka a day is just enough to get by. Not enough to leave this place. It’s what 

they want. They give us enough to keep us coming back, but not enough to ever leave. I’ll be here 16 hours a day. Seven days a 

week. For the rest of my life.  

As the day goes on, the hard plastic of the chair causes me to lose feeling in my legs. My vision is blurry and my 

bladder feels as if it will burst. I grit my teeth for a few moments and see if I can hold it any longer. Of no avail, it only makes 

me need to more.  

Cautiously, I stand. In the process, I nearly collapse my frail body.  

“Gabhi! What are you doing!”  

I try to hide my fear as my supervisor barks at me. Gabhi. It means cow. I feel disrespected and angered, but there’s 

nothing that I can do. All of us are scared of him. He is a dark-skinned, sweaty man that is never afraid to beat us with a metal 

rod for not following his demands.  

I jerk my head in the direction of the latrine. He tersely nods once and I scramble away. There are about a dozen 

women in line. As I wait, I study the fire escape map on the wall.  

It’s rubbish.  

There are four emergency exits on our floor, but when I look around, I see that all of the exits are sealed. They were 

boarded a few months ago when a group of women jumped out of the second floor.  

Baba would tell me to always be careful, to always be on alert and ready to escape. The blue jean factory my Baba 

worked at frequently had fires. He would tell me about the hundreds of men that had to squeeze out the narrow two foot 
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doorway. Many of the older men would die. Whether it was because they couldn’t fight their way out or because they gave up, I 

didn’t know. He warned me:  

“Don’t give the factory too much of yourself. Your life is expendable to them.”  

Even though he’s gone now, I still think about this every day. These factories would be nothing without the millions of 

poor laborers they stand on the backs of. But we need them, too—just as much as they need us.  

Stepping into the latrine, I look at the pee-stained floors, peeling walls, and mildewed ceiling. Although the latrine 

smells of human waste, I prefer it to the nauseating smell of rubber and glue. The tile is criss-crossed with mold and the pit in 

the ground is filled past the brim with feces.  

After relieving myself, I reach into the back of my sandal and unwrap the paper towel containing half of a soggy 

paratha. I take the opportunity to sneak a few bites. We had allotted meal breaks, but I never took them for fear of not reaching 

my shoe quota.  

The paratha is bland and a bit rotten but I savor it knowing that it’s my sustenance for the rest of the day.  

After licking the residual oil off my hands and lips, I step out of the latrine.  

Sitting back in my seat, I continue laboring.  

Squeeze, glue, press. Squeeze, glue, press. Squeeze, glue, press. Over and over again. I focus on nothing except the task 

before me. My eyelids droop and fingers numb. Muscle memory. That’s what it is. Nearly seven years doing the same exact 

thing over and over again.  

“TWELVE-OH-OH! ONE SEVEN.”  

I hear our supervisor’s yell: time and date. Today’s the seventh; the realization hits like a ton of bricks as I realize it’s 

Baba’s death day. Immediately, memories of him flood back into my conscious.  

I hear his deep, scratchy voice which lectured me when I received poor marks in school but also comforted me when I 

cried. I imagine him sitting across from me at the table, repeating to me his constant reminder:  

“Work hard in school so you don’t have to do what I do.”  

It wasn’t even two years since I started school that he came down with terminal illness. I was told it was lung cancer, 

caused by the fumes at the blue jean factory. Some days, he would come home and cough up little lumps of blood and dirt. 

When he saw my panicked three-year old self, he would wrap his arms around me and tell me it was just a natural sign of 

aging.  

But I knew that wasn’t the truth.  
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He told me about a young boy that died at 15, just two years older than I am now. Like my Baba, the boy was a 

sandblaster. For 18 hours a day, he and my Baba used compressors to blast sand at high pressure at the denim. It created tears 

and holes along the pant leg. “Distressed,” I think it was called. It was the style that Westerners liked. I could never understand 

why anyone would want to buy worn-down, ripped jeans. Wouldn’t they fall apart quicker? It seemed like such a waste.  

When Baba would come home, he reeked of dyes and chemicals. Even though he worked on an empty stomach, he 

came home with no appetite. He always joked that he was full from eating so much sand dust at the factory. To some extent, I 

knew it was true. He wore no protective gear while working, only his thinned out white shirt and shorts. Once a month, they 

were given dirt cheap face masks. But Baba said those would fall apart not even after half a day’s work.  

Baba never complained about the work conditions, but I knew he was angry. I could see it in the way he furrowed his 

thick brows and balled his hands into fists any time he spoke of the factory. He told me there was no point in channeling hate 

towards something you couldn’t control. But I couldn’t help but feel resentment when he passed.  

I’m brought back into reality when a teardrop escapes and falls onto the shoe before me. It leaves a tiny dimple in the 

wet glue. It’s a small blemish on the shoe, but it’s noticeable against the otherwise perfectly smooth silhouette. I wonder if 

whoever buys the shoe will notice it. Will they wonder why it’s there?  

Counter the scant, dirty conditions of our factory, the shoes I make are arrestingly beautiful. They are sturdy, brightly 

colored, and carefully embroidered with a large flashy logo. I assume that they are what’s “trendy” at the moment. I could only 

ever dream about wearing them.  

I have no idea where this batch of shoes is going, but I know that they are off to a much better place than here. As I 

continue gluing, I wonder who will own each pair. Out of the thousands I produce, I’m certain that one of them will reach a 

famous figure. I’ve always secretly dreamed about a movie star or athlete wearing the shoes I make. Subdued hope surges 

through me as I think about the idea of Abdur Razzak or Mehzabien Chowdhury wearing a pair of the shoes I’ve made. They 

would wear them everywhere: film screenings, meetings, and red carpet events! Imagine that!  

Just as quickly as my excitement comes, it leaves—washed away in sadness. These shoes will have more 

independence, autonomy, and freedom than I will ever know. These stupid shoes.  

As much as I wish to have that same freedom to explore the world and experience life beyond factory walls, moping 

will be of no use.  

Moping means the factory has won. But I refuse to let myself get stuck on this never-ending hamster wheel. I refuse to 

die with my hands tied to the factories as Baba had.  

Although disheartened, I feel just a tiny glimmer of hope. Maybe there’s a better life that’s waiting for me.  
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I just need a way out.  

I wonder if the buyers of our shoes know anything about us factory workers. Do they wonder about who makes their 

shoes? Do they think about what our lives are like, just like I do about them? Maybe they could help.  

I have never been outside of our shambled town, nor have I ever communicated with the outside world. But I suppress 

the hopelessness and try to figure out a way to get help. My mind starts to spin with dizziness. It has been a long time since I 

have had to think hard about something.  

Squeeze, glue, press. Squeeze, glue, press.  

Suddenly, it hits me.  

I realize that I am holding the key in my hands.  

The shoes.  

The shoes are the bridge between me in the factory and the outside world, the world outside of Bangladesh.  

Although I do not know where they will go, I am sure that they will go somewhere wealthy. Somewhere that welcomes 

trendy fashion and expensive tennis shoes. China? India? France? America? The possibilities are endless.  

How am I supposed to communicate with them if I don’t know who will receive it? I know Bengali characters and 

some English, but I decide English is more universal. I am able to string together basic phrases and words, but I realize that I’m 

not sure of what to write.  

This will be my first time communicating with the outside world. All I know is that I want help.  

HELP. That will be the first word of my message.  

It’s a good start, but not enough.  

Maybe I should write something about where I am? That would help identify our location! Our factory didn’t have a 

name, but I know that I am in Ramua—a small town. Our factory is the only shoe producer in the region.  

RAMUA SHOE FAC-TORY.  

For a split second, I debate writing my name as identification. But I come back to my senses and realize it’s too great of 

a risk.  

I string together the message in my head: HELP. RAMUA SHOE FAC-TORY.  

I try to imagine what the receiver of my message will think. I imagine that they will be curious, but I can’t fathom what 

other emotions they will feel.  
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I cling onto the hope that whoever receives the message will come to the factory and rescue me. Adrenaline rushes 

through me as I envision a wealthy white man coming to the factory and saving us all because of my message. My heart beats 

fast and my head races with excitement until I realize there is another issue.  

What will I write on? I am sure that writing directly on the shoe is too risky. It will be noticed when packed into boxes. 

I will have to write on something else and conceal it in the shoe.  

As if a message from God, I see a pencil. Its tip is dull and it's quite far away from me on the assembly line, but I’m sure 

that no one will notice if I grab it.  

I look around frantically for a loose scrap of paper or cardboard. There’s nothing around, only hard pieces of plastic, 

string, and glue.  

I suddenly remember the paper towel holding my half-eaten partha. That could work. Slowly reaching down, I feel for 

the paper towel tucked in my left sandal. It’s soft and thin. I grip it between my fingers and start ripping. When a sizeable piece 

finally releases, I rub it between my fingers, holding it near my shin to keep it out of sight. The piece of paper towel isn’t much 

bigger than my palm. It’s a bit small and I worry that it’s not large enough to fit my message.  

I grasp it tightly, look up, and make sure no one is paying attention. The other women are distracted and chatting. 

With a quick flick of my wrist, I tuck the cloth into the waistband of my pants.  

Now, I just need to retrieve the pencil.  

I wait a bit, trying to calm myself with deep breaths.  

My fingers shake.  

Squeeze, glue, press. Squeeze, glue, press.  

My eyes narrow in on the pencil. I wonder if I should just ask the women near it to hand it to me.  

No, that’s too risky. They’ll be curious as to why I want it.  

For the next hour, I continue working while keeping my eye on the women near the pencil, waiting for the right time. 

At many points, none of them seem to be paying attention, but I back down every time. My shoulders are tense and I feel 

soreness coming on.  

At last, another chance comes. None of them are looking in my direction. They are working intently on the shoes in 

their hands.  

My feet are heavy with lead. I ploddingly stand and stretch out my arm in the direction of the pencil. My fingertips are 

just a few inches short, forcing me to lean forward to reach it. Still, no one is paying attention.  
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My fingers make contact. Euphoria hits as my fingers wrap around the pencil. I jerk back my arm and stuff the pencil 

into the waistband of my pants.  

I resist the urge to let out a smile. With supplies ready, I know that I just need to find a chance to write now. The 

assembly line is too open, anyone will be able to see me writing.  

I need to go to the latrine again. That’s the only place I’ll have a bit of privacy. For the second time, I slowly stand.  

Extraordinarily, no one is in line this time. I duck into the latrine and immediately collapse my back against the 

decaying door.  

Reaching into the waistband of my uniform, I retrieve the pencil and paper cloth.  

Gripping the pencil in my hand, I’m brought back to memories of being in school again. It’s almost as if I’m sitting in 

the schoolroom, working on maths or literature.  

My hand trembles as the dull point meets the paper cloth. A faint grey line leaves an imprint in the flimsy material as I 

drag the tip across.  

Slowly, letter by letter, my message appears: HELP. RAMUA SHOE FAC-TORY.  

I pull the paper cloth back away from my face and examine it. The message is faint and my handwriting isn’t the best, 

but it’s legible.  

I fold it, careful not to smudge the delicate markings.  

After a few more calming breaths, I tuck the pen and paper into my waistband, open the door, and slip back into my 

place at the assembly line.  

A bead of sweat drips down my temple as I wait for the right time to retrieve the paper cloth and tuck it into the shoe.  

I don’t have much time to conceal the note. Spending too long on one shoe will surely be noticed by the other women.  

It’s then that I tumble back into reality, causing me to tense up. Feelings of dread hit me head on.  

What am I thinking? I could lose everything if caught. What will Ma do without me?This is too dangerous, too selfish.   

I will certainly lose my job. Even possibly my life.  

But what is there to lose if they were both intolerable in the first place?  

Squeeze, glue, press. Squeeze, glue press.  

The next few hours feel like an eternity. My mind is a tornado of untamed thoughts. Unconsciously, my hand squeezes 

the glue bottle too tight. The tips of my fingers turn white and my work gets sloppy. The soles that I glue on start to go crooked 

and the sticky glue messily spreads onto my hands. But all I can think about is my next step.  

It’s not until the very last hour of the workday that I ascertain my decision.  
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I will do it for Baba. My way of remembering the anniversary of his death. I see his warm smile and loving eyes looking 

down at me from above. He will be proud of me for opposing the factory, for standing up for myself.  

My heart races with energy and excitement but I remain composed on the outside, trying to keep my face motionless.  

In one fluid motion, I stuff the little piece of paper just underneath the tongue of the shoe. A bit of white peeks out but 

I swiftly conceal it.  

Giving it one more look, I pass the shoe to the woman on my left. I quietly watch her glue additional strips of white 

cloth to the outside.  

It’s then that I notice our supervisor surveilling the room for a quality check. My pulse picks up as he leisurely strolls 

near our area.  

He selects shoes at random and inspects them, trying to find every blemish and flaw.  

The blood surges through my ears like a rainstorm as he gets closer and closer.  

Soon, he’s standing but a few foot lengths from me. He’s so close that I can see the rough calluses on his hands. He has 

a gashing scar that stretches across his knuckles. I avert my eyes and stare intensely at the shoe I’m working on.  

Out of the corner of my eye, I see him pick up a shoe.  

My breathing shallows and white spots blotch my vision.  

Was that the shoe? The shoe?  

When I finally gain the courage to look up, I see an angry scowl stretched across his face.  

“WHO DID THIS!”  

No one speaks.  

“The sole is not straight!!!”  

I let out a restrained breath of relief realizing he hasn’t noticed the paper.  

“WHO GLUED THIS! This is garbage! Waste!”  

It was me, that was my job. Trying to hide my trembling, I warily look around.  

No one speaks, but all the women look up. Right at me.  

His eyes zero in on me.  

I desperately try to escape his piercing stare, but his beady-eyed self is inescapable. Like the sun in the sky, his eyes 

beat down on me with scorching temperature. Eventually, I give up and cower. A shaky mass of skin and bone. His ugly face 

gets closer and closer, until it is but a few inches from my face.  

But it is not his face that makes contact; it is his hand.  
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WHAP!  

As if being stung by a swarm of angry bees, my left cheek blazes with intense pain and heat. The vision in my left eye 

blurs as moisture wells up. 

Not even a few moments pass before his dark figure stalks away.  

The other women silently take peeks at me. None of them say a thing. The shoe lays scuffed on the floor. A bit of the 

white paper cloth peeks out from under the tongue.  

It’s still there.  

My face burns with shame as I pick up the shoe. I hold it in my hand and look at it under the glaring light. The note is 

still firmly lodged under the tongue of the shoe.  

Defeat courses through me. They had won again.  

I toss the shoe into the waste bin and collapse into my chair.  

Squeeze. Glue. Press.  

Squeeze.  

Glue.  

Press… 
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Jeweled Pigeon 
By Aliyaa Pathan 

Raqqa was never really a city—it was a tragedy, a story. Maybe even a chance to make an extra six thousand dollars 

just in time for the Black Friday sales back in Queens. But a city? No, not until I saw the pigeons.  

            It was like they’d somehow followed me across the Atlantic, cooing for seeds from a brown paper bag. Even here, the 

birds watched me with keen, beady eyes as I walked through the remains of the marketplace. But they didn’t vie for my 

attention or flock around my feet like the pigeons in Central Park. Instead, they crowded the ruins of Raqqa like ghosts come to 

demand vengeance. I had made it my personal mission to avoid them in my snapshots of the rubble. After all, I came for a 

story, not a city.  

 I crouched in the middle of the dirt road, angling my camera upwards to catch a glimpse of the sky behind a row of 

abandoned buildings. Click. Click. One photo after another. Each one would soon be compressed into the little blue flash-drive 

stuffed in the pocket of my camera bag, never to be seen again.  

 The simple fact was that I was only really here to catch the “before”, not the “after”. As long as a black flag still waved 

above the town, it was a target. And as long as there was a tragedy waiting to unfold, there was someone waiting to tell the 

story.  

 I stood up and dusted myself off, squinting in the afternoon light. The breeze carried laughter and the smell of 

eggplants from the second street over. The ache in my stomach left no room for second thoughts. I climbed over the rubble 

blocking the intersection and made my way into the heart of the marketplace.  

 It was the only place where the buildings looked less like skeletons and more like homes. Stalls and carts lined the 

street, filling the air with false promises and the scent of smoked fish. Men were gathered around a stall, cigarette smoke rising 

above their heads. Their fluent, coursing Arabic made me uneasy as I passed by.  

 “Akhi!” one of them called out to me.  

 I swallowed hard and flashed a smile. “Marhaban! Hello!” It was a good thing that I knew so little Arabic. I didn’t know 

if I would ever be able to keep the secret to myself if I knew the words to say it.  

I caught one of the men nudge the other and mutter something into his ear. It was hard to miss: Al-Amriki.  

 The American. 

It was easy to hide my discomfort and harder to ignore theirs. My existence was an unwelcome anomaly.  
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I could’ve passed as any one of them had I never spoken. Our olive skin was spun from the same heritage. My eyes 

were unmistakably familiar to their own. Even the way I walked resembled their gait from time to time. No one would have 

been able to tell the difference.  

But any of them could pick out my voice in a crowd. Every word I exchanged was fractured and bent with my 

wrenching accent. Beautiful letters inevitably turned sour in my mouth. Somehow, I still found myself engaged in odd 

conversations with one person or another. To them, I was always the American. Sometimes worthy of praise; sometimes 

worthy of suspicion.   

I turned away from the men and kept moving, glancing over each makeshift stall in turn. There was a young man, most 

likely the same age as me, selling sugar and salt from a cart with an enthusiasm that I could never match. At the end of the 

street, a lucky couple buzzed in and out of their store as they prepared for reopening. Scarves doused with bright dye were 

passed around a group of ladies at the street corner. Children rolled in the dirt and hopped over the rubble, squealing for a 

turn to play with a tattered black kite. I hoped that it would never fly, that this marketplace would never again fear what came 

with that cruel color.  

I found a man selling fried carp for a fair price and bought one for myself. When he wasn’t looking, I left a couple extra 

pounds on his table and kept moving.  

By the time I was ready to head back to my temporary home, the sun had sunk below the tops of the tallest buildings. I 

dreaded going back to that heat-scorched hut. Every night, dust and dirt hung in the air inside my little room like a stubborn 

phantom. I couldn’t bear the thought of waking up in a coughing fit just to fall back asleep with a telltale itch in the back  of my 

throat.  

I eyed the scarves laid side by side on the cart at the corner of the street. Before I knew what had happened, I had 

traded the last few Syrian pounds in my wallet for two bright red scarves: one for the old woman who lived next door and one 

for myself.  

I set the scarves down for a moment to tuck my camera into its bag. Before I had even managed to stuff the camera 

into its compartment, a hand shot across my periphery. The woman counting her money behind the cart shouted. I whipped 

around—the scarves were gone. The woman pointed down the street. A boy was running off, slipping through the groups of 

people like a thread weaving through fabric. The bright red scarves were unmistakable in his hands.  

The boy turned back once. The desperation in his eyes was too familiar. I’d seen it reflected in the Hudson River day 

after day when I was younger. I knew what it was like to want; how that want led to a need; how a need led to a hand in 

someone’s wallet. How could I blame him?  
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I picked up my camera bag and tried to turn away. It’s not a big deal. It happens. The coughing wouldn’t kill me, and I 

had more Syrian pounds in my safe at home.  

Then, why did I feel like I’d just seen a ghost? 

*** 

 As usual, it was the coughing that roused me from my dreams of New York. But I can’t say what brought me to the 

edge of the Euphrates in the middle of the night.  

 I turned the blue flash drive over and over in my hand. If I threw it into the water, I would never see it again. It wasn’t 

like I was planning to use those lifeless photos anyway. The fact was that my photos, devoid of any vibrant color, reeked of 

hopelessness. I didn’t have it in me to publish photos of a place facing a death sentence. It wouldn’t make a difference if I lost 

this flash drive now or kept it for the rest of my life. Nothing stored inside of it would ever see the light of day. I could toss it 

like a stone into the river and hope that it skipped twice over the surface.  

Not yet. Not tonight. I sighed and tucked the flash drive back into my pocket.  

 The soft sounds of the water eclipsed the noise churning endlessly in my head. There was nothing but the current and 

the reeds, the moonlight glinting softly off the ripples. I imagined stepping into the river and laying my head back. Would I 

sink? And if I did, would the Euphrates take me back to the Hudson, or would I remain forever suspended between the two? I 

opened my eyes and crouched at the edge, brushing the surface of the water with my fingers. The riverbank was as empty and 

cold as the abandoned buildings in Raqqa, but it was not filled with the ghosts of everything that came before or the phantoms 

of everything that would come after. It simply was.  

 For a moment, I imagined that the secret, that all-consuming turn of fate, was just a part of the story. This pocket of 

Raqqa would survive what was coming. These people would live to hang up their store signs once again. The black flag would 

disappear and the rubble would reassemble itself. Raqqa would not be— 

“Hamami!”  

Someone else was here.  

The whispers were soft. Sand on sand.  

I studied the moonlit shore for signs of movement. For a long moment, everything was still, as if the sky was holding 

its breath. Had one of the people in the marketplace reported me? Then, I caught a hint of something by the grass. There—a 

dark, gangly figure stood up, framed by the buildings ahead, and bundled something up into his arms. Slowly, I shuffled down 

the shore towards him.  
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 A few feet away, I reached into my back pocket for my phone and turned on the flashlight. The boy, who had his back 

turned to me, scrambled under the light and dropped the bundle. A feathery mass of black and white took to the air—it was a 

pigeon.  

 “Hamami!” the boy yelled, struggling to his feet. Something bright red fluttered in his hand—some fabric or cloth or 

scarf. The noise in my head surfaced like a bite of cold air. That did not belong to him.  

The boy’s eyes widened as the realization dawned upon us both. He took one step back. Then, one more. His hand 

tightened around the red scarf. I could imagine the thoughts swirling in his head, how his luck had landed him across from the 

man he stole from. It would’ve been funny had I not noticed the tremor that gripped the boy’s chest when he exhaled. He took 

another step back.  

“Wait,” I said, swallowing the lump in my throat. “'Ana sadiquka. I’m your friend.”  

 The boy stopped and narrowed his eyes. “American.” 

 I nodded. “Yes, the American.” The breeze rustled the reeds and raised goosebumps on my skin.  

 “American,” he paused, attempting to shape his mouth around the words, “here?”  

 I shrugged and gestured grandly at the river. I was acutely aware of how stupid my answer was, but I didn’t know the 

words to explain myself. Maybe there was nothing to explain. Or maybe I was afraid that if I opened my mouth, I wouldn’t be 

able to stop the forbidden words from flowing out.  

 The boy smiled briefly and nodded as if he understood me completely. “Bird,” he explained, showing me the red scarf. 

I understood enough to know that he wasn’t supposed to be holding onto stray pigeons. Why else would he have waited for the 

middle of the night?  

 A gust of wind sent the scarf flying from the boy’s fingertips. I caught it, relishing the softness of the fabric against my 

fingers, and handed it back to him. The shock in his sea-green eyes was hauntingly familiar. There was nothing to suggest that 

this boy’s parents didn’t survive the last bombing, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.  

“Mama? Baba?” I asked him. 

 He shrugged and crossed his arms. “Home.”  

“Do they know?” I asked and repeated myself in Arabic. The boy shrugged again, balling up the scarf in his hand. He 

muttered something I couldn’t make out and took a couple steps backwards. The reeds near the shore flailed in the wind.  

Leave, I warned myself. This boy wasn’t my responsibility. For all I knew, this might’ve been his nightly routine, and 

I’d intruded.  

The boy’s eyes darted from my hand to the river and back again. “Bye!” he said quickly.  
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I had the vague thought that I should do something. “Hey, wait!” I said, raising my voice over the wind. “Akhi!”  

The boy waved as he backed away and ran towards the mainland, slipping in the sand. I watched him stumble along 

until he faded into the dark, leaving me alone on the riverbank. The only evidence that he’d ever been there at all was a 

scattering of speckled feathers hidden in the sand, a trail for only ghosts to follow.  

*** 

 One. Two. Three.  

 Click.  

 The sun beamed through gaps in the rubble, casting an ethereal glow upon the marketplace. The light was rich and 

golden. It wasn’t something you could mimic with Instagram filters or cheap editing apps. I knew—I’d tried it countless times. 

A traveling journalist who took his own photos should know how to achieve #goldenhour. But most of the light in New York 

City was just a reflection of a reflection, sunlight bouncing off skyscrapers in the urban heat. This—Raqqa—was pure light.  

 I lowered my camera and peered down at the marketplace from my secret spot in the ruins of an old, two-story 

bookshop at the top of the hill. Everything always looked small and insignificant from above. Easy to forget and easier to hurt. I 

packed my camera into its bag and maneuvered around the fallen bookcases to get to the stairs.   

 There was some sort of commotion near the center of the marketplace. Men had gathered in a circle, yelling at 

whoever was unfortunate enough to be in the middle of all of it.  

 “Hemeimati!”  

 There it was again. A word similar to the one the boy had said the night before. Still, there was something different 

about it, a lilt on the word that wasn’t so kind.  

 I approached the circle and tried to peer over the shoulders of the men on the outside. A group of women on the left 

were watching the scene in horror. I moved to the left and followed their line of vision. Four burly men were reaching 

underneath a cart full of pigeons for who-knows-what. I raised my eyebrows. I’d never seen anyone sell pigeons in the 

marketplace. I inched closer to get a better look. The men beside me leaned forward to peek over the others’ shoulders. I 

started to turn away. This had nothing to do with me.  

 “Aye!”  

 They couldn’t have been calling me. I started to walk back towards the ruined bookshop.  

 “Amriki!”  

 I paused and squeezed my eyes shut. I could keep going. No one would run after me. I could lie, tell them I didn’t 

understand Arabic.  
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“Amriki!”  

 That voice was young. I turned around.  

The boy from the night before was standing on the cart of pigeons as the men yelled for him to come down. He cupped 

a grayish pigeon to his chest and looked to me with wide, sea-green eyes. I felt the chill of the river settle over me.  

He’ll be fine, I lied to myself. I turned my back to him and forced my feet to move forward. One step. Two steps. Why 

was it so hard?  

A woman screamed. Three steps.  

The voices behind me boomed, suddenly, raising the hair on the back of my neck. I couldn’t help but glance back at the 

scene. The boy wasn’t on the cart anymore. He had jumped down near the women and was making a run for it with the pigeon 

still in his grasp. I didn’t know what to think.  

One of the men rushed over to me and grasped my shoulder. “Boy is thief. Help him.”  

I nodded numbly and stumbled in the direction the man pointed.  

“Hurry!” the man added.  

I turned and ran.  

*** 

I searched for the boy until the sun was floating just above the tops of the buildings. Wherever he was, I was not going 

to find him. It was all for the best, though. The farther I kept from the people of Raqqa, the safer I’d be in the fallout. I silently 

hoped that I would never see the boy again. But fate is cruel.  

I didn’t expect the boy to show up when he did. I was in one of the streets reduced to nothing but rock. No one 

ventured out here. No one but myself and, as it was, the boy.  

I spotted him sitting with his legs crossed in a nest of rocks, surrounded by dozens and dozens of pigeons. He raised 

his hand, and the birds lifted from the rocks, hovering in a flock above his head. He moved his hand back and forth, and the 

pigeons followed each motion. It was unnatural and eerily beautiful. I felt like an intruder but couldn’t tear my eyes away from 

the sight.  

At last, the boy caught me watching and dropped his hand. The pigeons landed swiftly in untidy groups on the rubble. 

I swallowed hard and approached him slowly, maneuvering over the rocks. The boy stood up as I neared him and stepped in 

front of the pigeons. A muscle ticked in his jaw.  

“Enta khayin,” he hissed. You are a traitor.  

“Wa’ant las.” It was the truth. And you are a thief.   
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The boy looked away, the tips of his ears flaming, and picked up one of the pigeons gently. He didn’t meet my eyes 

when he said, voice cracking, “No. Never.” The boy stroked the bird’s wing with his thumb, smiling faintly. The pigeon purred 

and ruffled its feathers, settling in the boy’s arms as if that was where it planned to spend the rest of its life.  

The boy shifted the pigeon in his arms to show me the entirety of the bird. Something on the pigeon’s iridescent neck 

glinted in the light. “Look.”  

I hesitated for a moment. Then, reading the look on his face, I rushed closer to see the pigeon’s wing. I was fascinated. 

An emerald jewel star was attached to the spot where the bird’s head met its neck. I’d never seen anything like it on any of the 

other pigeons. Then again, I’d avoided those pigeons in every way since the moment I got to Raqqa. Maybe I should’ve looked a 

little closer.  

“Mine,” the boy said softly, brushing the star with his thumb. “Min abi.”  

From my father.  

Suddenly, it clicked. There was a reason why the boy wanted my scarf, why he was carrying a pigeon in the dead of 

night, why he held those pigeons so dearly, and why I’d never seen a cart full of pigeons before.  

“Those were your pigeons,” I said. “Your father’s pigeons. Before the…” I trailed off. I didn’t need to say it. The 

evidence was in the ruins beneath our feet, in the way he clung to the birds. They were the ghosts of his past, and maybe the 

only traces of a future.  

If he survives, I thought, knowing that I would be soaring over the continent when my secret dropped from the 

heavens. Something sour pooled in my stomach. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t look into his river-deep eyes and find the courage 

to turn away.  

So, for the first time, I didn’t. I met the boy’s eyes and laid my hand on his arm. “Let’s free your pigeons.”  

*** 

I spent the next morning figuring out where the man with the pigeon cart lived. Luckily, everyone was happy to point 

an airheaded American in the right direction. All I needed to do was flash a James Dean smile and exaggerate my natural accent 

when I spoke. The way they responded was almost comical and all too ironic considering that I held their fate between my 

teeth.  
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By lunchtime, the boy and I ended up with two orders of smoked fish and a bottle of soda to share by the river. He was 

hesitant to join me at first, and I made it clear that I was not going to force him. It was in my best interest to keep my distance, 

after all.  

But I suppose it was inevitable that one of us would start a conversation, and even more predictable that I’d be the one 

to do it. “So,” I started, “where do you sleep?”  

The boy avoided my eyes. “Home.” 

I burst out laughing. “Wow, that's helpful.”  

 The boy giggled and shrugged. I expected that he was about fourteen years old, but he seemed even younger when he 

laughed.  

“Okay, but really.” When he didn’t say anything, I added, “You definitely don’t sleep by the river because you haven’t 

even taken your shoes off in the sand.”  

The boy lifted his foot and grinned cheekily. I was surprised that he understood so much of my English. 

“Well?” I prompted.  

The boy dropped his foot and stared at his hands. “'Anam mie hamami.”  

I sleep with my pigeons.  

A sour taste filled my mouth. I felt like I had violated some unsaid agreement between us. We were not meant to tell 

each other these sad truths, and yet… Did he really sleep on those rocks every night, with only pigeons to keep him company? I 

hadn’t noticed the way his skin was stretched over his bones, pale and thin. It made me wish that I’d never even asked.  

I stuck out my hand. “My name is Elias.”  

He took my hand and shook it. “Wa ana Rifat.”  

“Rifat,” I said, testing it out. Rifat.  

*** 

Later that day, I decided that I would pay the pigeon-keeper a visit and figure out the best way to smuggle the birds 

out of his house. It was a rather long walk away from my own house, but the journey seemed a little too short for my jumpy 

nerves. I paced outside his house for about a minute before knocking on his door.  

 A moment later, a bald man poked his head outside the door. His eyebrows, white with age, shot up when he saw me. 

“Marhaban, ya akhi!” He ushered me inside before I even got a chance to reply. As soon as I stepped into his house, I was hit 
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with a waft of something that can only be described as bird. I suppressed the urge to gag and followed the man into his front 

room.  

The shelves were lined with pigeons. They reminded me of the trophies my friends from Manhattan showed off 

whenever I came by. Each one wore bright red jewels around its neck. Kings and queens, I thought and almost snorted. The 

man beckoned for me to join him on one of the plastic chairs.  

“Marhaban—” I started. 

“Amriki?” the man cut in. “I know little English.”  

I was relieved. “Yes, I’m from the U.S. I was wondering what you can tell me about the pigeons. I’m a journalist.”  

The man paused for a second, then nodded eagerly. Even if he was a thief, I couldn’t deny that he cared about the smug 

birds. “My pigeons—Hamami—I breed. Then, I sell. Small price, beautiful pigeons.” He continued on for a couple minutes, 

explaining his love for animals.  

“Very interesting,” I said when he finished, plastering on a smile as I studied the room for potential openings. “Are 

these the only ones you have right now?”  

The man glanced at the pigeons on the shelf and didn’t say anything for a moment. I wondered dimly if I should have 

tried to speak in Arabic. Then, he said, “Well, yes, after the bomb.”  

My throat went dry. Bomb. That word made my stomach turn.  

The man nodded slowly to himself and stared at his fingers in thought. “My wife, she... The bomb, you know. Now, just 

the pigeons left.”  

I sucked in a breath and gripped the arm of the chair. The plastic dug into my fingers, but I couldn’t feel it. I couldn’t 

feel anything. Black dots erupted in my vision.  

I was going to faint. I was going to die. I was going to— 

“Akhi?”  

I let out a choked breath and pushed myself to my feet. “My stomach doesn’t feel good.” I stumbled out of the house 

blindly, my hands catching on the rough walls. My heartbeat thundered in my head. I found the front door, yanked it open, and 

collapsed against the wall of a building across the street.  

My vision doubled. Tripled. Then, my stomach heaved, but nothing came out. I braced myself against the wall and 

tried to breathe.  

The bomb. They’re going to drop the bomb in two weeks.  

*** 
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  There was only one thing on my mind: Rifat. The thief, my brother.  

 Tonight, we would free the pigeons.  

 We met outside the pigeon-keeper’s house at 3 AM at night. It only took us a moment to unlatch the window that led 

into the front room. The tricky part was slipping through the window and smuggling the pigeons out without making a sound. 

Rifat reassured me that he knew how to keep the pigeons quiet. I wasn’t sure if I believed him, but we didn’t have another 

choice.  

 Silently, I supported Rifat as he climbed through the little window and slipped into the room. I watched, my heart in 

my throat, as he tiptoed across the room to the shelves where the pigeons slept soundly. I held my breath as he scooped the 

first one into his arms. The bird ruffled his feathers, but didn’t make a sound. Rifat shuffled back to the window and handed me 

the pigeon. I took the red scarf and nestled the pigeon in my arms.  

We continued like that until there was one pigeon left. Rifat gave me a small smile before he reached for the shelf and 

gently picked up the bird. Relief flooded through me as he carefully stepped around the chairs and handed me the pigeon 

through the window. I took it and released it near my feet, where all the other pigeons were resting.  

Then, suddenly, my phone buzzed.  

It hadn’t done that in weeks; I didn’t have service here. I reached into my back pocket and pulled it out. As Rifat 

managed to climb out through the window, I nervously opened my messages.  

Upon recent news about the airstrike plan, we will be removing you from the target region tomorrow morning at around 

8 AM. Stay ready.  

My stomach dropped.  

I was supposed to have more time. More time to get the people of this town out of here. More time to find a way to 

save Rifat’s pigeons.  

I needed more time.  

“Elias?”  

I looked up at the boy. “Bomb,” I whispered. “Bomb.”  

 “Bomb?” a third voice said.  

 And through the window, we saw the pigeon-keeper.  

*** 

 It didn’t take long to wake the few people of Raqqa and warn them about what was coming. About half of them 

decided that we would travel towards the safer zones together. The other half made their own plans.  
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 As far as Rifat knew, I was going to come along with him. But that was a kind lie.  

 I convinced Rifat’s group to wait until 8 AM to leave—that was when my safety crew was expected to show up. A part 

of me wasn’t sure about the whole plan. I wanted all the time I could get to make my final decision.  

 Rifat and I sat inside my dingy hut, our sparse belongings stuffed into bags along with some food to last the journey. 

My knee bounced impatiently and the slow tik tik tik of the clock on the wall made me sick to my stomach. The waiting itself 

would get me. I didn’t think I could go on like this any longer— 

 BANG. BANG. BANG.  

“We’re here for Elias!”  

I shot up out of my seat and rushed to answer the door. For the first time in weeks, I saw a familiar face. “Marie!”  

“Elias, ready to go?” she said, grinning.  

I looked back at Rifat, who was watching from a distance. I beckoned for him to come forward. “Yes,” I answered. “This 

is Rifat.” I laid my hand on his shoulder and guided him forward.  

He looked up at me, brows knitting together. “Elias?”  

“Oh, Elias, we only have room for one.” Marie bit her lip and glanced between the two of us.  

I smiled amusedly. “Marie, you’ll be taking him, not me. Don’t worry, I’ll be traveling to one of the safe zones with a 

group of people that live here.”  

“Oh, okay,” she said, confused. “When should we come and get you afterwards, then?”  

 Rifat looked up at me, then. “No, Elias. Hamami? Wa anta?”  

 “We have to let them go. They need to be free. To be safe.”  

 Tears wavered at the corners of his eyes. “Wa anta?!”  

 And you?  

I smiled and took him into my arms. He was the river, the water, the reed, the moonlight.  

He was my brother. And I had to free him, too. I pulled away and give him a pat on the shoulder. “Marie, look after 

him.”  

 She nodded, lips pursed in a thin line.  

 “Enta khayin,” Rifat whispered.  

 “I know.” I didn’t watch as Marie took him away.  

 It was only after I was sure that he was gone that I opened the doors and the windows, freeing every pigeon into the 

soft morning light. And Raqqa became a story once more.    
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Seaside 
By Neha Jonnalagedda 

Ever since I was young, my mom would say “I love you” to me whenever she could. Every waking moment from dawn 

till dusk seemed to be punctuated with the words. I would always tease her about it, telling her that she didn’t have to say it to 

me all the time, but she never stopped. She only found it perfectly natural that if you love someone, you would do your best to 

make sure they knew it. And secretly, I loved the attention.  

But on the day of the fifth grade that I got suspended, I wasn’t quite so sure of what to expect from her. I was sitting in 

the plastic chairs outside the principal’s office when she emerged, her head held high. I opened my mouth, stuttering to 

explain, but she only shook her head and smiled.  

“I know that it wasn’t your fault,” she told me as we walked to her car.  

I smiled. Of course I wouldn’t have to explain. She was Mom, after all. She always knew.  

My suspension had been puzzling me for hours. It involved the boys who sat behind me in class, who for days had 

been messing with me by roughly tugging on my hair. At some point after they had continually ignored my complaints, I 

couldn’t help but yell at them, which I then got in trouble for. I figured that the teacher would be understanding once I told her 

the circumstances, but she had only shrugged, saying that “boys will be boys” and that I needed to stop being so sensitive.  

To me, this reasoning made absolutely no sense.  

“Where are we going?” I asked as Mom pulled out of the parking lot.  

She grinned. “You’ll see.”  

I leaned my head against the window as we drove through the unfamiliar route, the roads getting rockier and curvier 

minute by minute. Besides Mom softly humming a Telugu ballad, the car was silent. I shut my eyes tightly, trying to remember 

the lyrics.  

The car came to a stop. “Here we are,” Mom said. I opened my eyes. We were parked behind a narrow demarcated 

pathway. We got out of the car and walked through it, onto an empty shore that lay before a vast expanse of aquamarine sea.  

Mom sighed, settling down on the sand and kicking off her sandals. “Can you imagine just floating out there for a bit? 

Wouldn’t that be nice?”  

I thought about it for a moment. “Both of us?” I asked.  

She nodded. “Sure!”  

“On those tube things we ride on at the water park? In the lazy river?” Those were especially fun.  

“Even better,” she laughed.  



45 
 

 
 

“Cool!” I thought about what it’d be like to be out in the sea, blue surrounding me in every direction. Mostly, it just 

seemed lonely. But if I had to do it with someone, it’d be Mom.  

“I actually used to come out here before you were born,” Mom said, interrupting my thoughts.  

“Really?” I asked.  

“Yeah,” she nods. “Before you were born, sometimes I would just get so lonely and sad. Whenever I just felt so much 

emotion that I didn’t know what to do with myself anymore, I’d come here.”  

“But didn’t you have Dad?” I asked.  

“Yeah,” she said, “But he was gone most of the day, working. And other than him, I was alone. My friends and family 

were all in India.”  

I frowned. I didn’t like thinking about Mom being alone and sad. Her being sad made me sad.  

“So what would you do when you came here, then?”  

At that, she smiled. “Mostly, I would just scream.”  

My eyes widened. “Scream? Why would you do that?”  

She shrugged. “It’s just a way to express your anger and get your emotions out, really. And it kind of feels good.”  

She was right about that. Screaming did feel good.  

“Well, I got in trouble for screaming today,” I said nonchalantly.  

She looked at me solemnly. “I know,” she said, “That wasn’t fair.”  

I was glad that she agreed. But I was still confused.  

“If I didn’t deserve to get in trouble, then why did I?”  

Mom exhaled slowly, leaning forward. “You see, Isha, a lot of people get very threatened by anger. Especially when it 

comes in the face of injustice. And even more so when it comes from us girls.” She paused. “Let me ask you this. Do you know 

what anger leads to?” I shook my head.  

“Change. Anger leads to change.” She said each word slowly but firmly. I knew that what she was telling me was 

important.  

“Oh,” I said.  

She nodded seriously. “So today, what I brought you here to tell you is this.” She looked at me straight in the eyes. 

“Never let anyone silence your emotions, especially not your anger, okay? Because, listen, as long as you have your voice, you 

have power.”  

I nodded. “Okay.”  
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“And remember,” she said, “I’m always here to rescue you, okay? I’m your Mom. I’m basically your personal 

superhero.” She punched her fist into the air.  

I giggled. “And I’m your superhero!”  

She laughed.  

A moment later, her face grew serious. “So, Isha, are you angry?”  

“Yeah,” I said, because honestly, I was. I was angry at the boys for being such jerks and angry at my school for enabling 

their behavior.  

“Good,” she replied, “Then in anger, let’s scream together.”  

So we did.  

And in those few moments that we screamed together, I felt exhilarated. I felt loved. And most of all, I felt heard.  

~ 

 I frowned, looking down at my wrist watch. Mom was never this late. She was always so on top of everything, 

meticulously noting down events on the calendar pinned on the fridge.  

That day, we were supposed to be let out of school three hours earlier than usual due to an impending hurricane. It 

was a fact that she knew this; we had just talked about it the day before. She had even promised me that she would make me 

my favorite sweet, a sugar syrup laden pastry called a khaja, as a snack for when I got home.  

I racked my brain, trying to find a sensible explanation. Could there have been a lot of traffic? Yes, that made sense. 

After all, everyone would be rushing it once to pick up their kids, wouldn’t they?  

Another possibility struck me, and I shivered. No, that just couldn’t be possible. Mom was always such a good driver. 

There was no way that she would get into a crash.  

Still, it worried me.  

I startled as I heard my name being called. I looked up to locate the source and saw that it was my friend Priya’s 

mother. They lived on the street behind ours.  

“Is your mom coming to get you?” Priya’s mother asked.  

I shrugged.  

“Why don’t I just take you home then?” she offered.  

I paused. I really did want to get home and figure out what was going on, but what if Mom was on the way?  

“I’ll text your mom letting her know,” Priya’s mother said. She seemed to sense my fears.  

Hesitantly, I nodded.  
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The car ride felt much too long, every moment of it stuffy and tense with worry. I remained silent throughout, despite 

Priya’s attempts at conversation. It took all my will just to keep myself from crying.  

As soon as we got home, I raced to my front door and rang the doorbell. It opened a moment later, and I found myself 

standing in front of Dad, his face a picture perfect reflection of shock. A second later, his features smoothed. “Crap,” he 

breathed, “The hurricane. I forgot.”  

I tugged on the straps of my backpack. “Where’s Mom?” I asked him.  

He only looked at me quietly, biting his lip and shuffling his feet.  

I huffed in annoyance at his non-responsiveness and pushed past him into the house. All that mattered was Mom. As 

long as she was okay, everything would be fine. 

 I rushed into the living room.  

My arms went slack. The heavy backpack that I had been carrying fell to the ground with a loud thud.  

At that thud, Mom turned her head towards me. She blinked. Her lips moved to say something, but the words came out 

inaudible. She cleared her throat.  

“Isha,” she said.  

I looked at Dad, who was guiltily leaning against the adjacent kitchen table, not quite looking at either of us. Then I 

looked back at Mom.  

She looked so small where she was, leaning against the couch, her knees to her chest. With one hand, she held her 

neck, which was beginning to take on a purple hue. Her other was twisted awkwardly at the wrist.  

There really was only one explanation.  

I bolted to my room, shutting the door behind me. I sat on the edge of the bed, holding my head in my hands. I just 

needed to think. Because from what it looked like, Dad, who had only ever acted kind, who had bought Mom’s favorite 

chocolates for her every Valentine’s day, that same Dad had —  

A soft knock interrupted the thought before I could finish it. A second later, the door opened by a fraction, and Mom 

slipped inside, shutting it behind her. She held a Cadbury Dairy Milk chocolate bar in her hands. It was my favorite chocolate 

because of how rich and thick it was. Mom would always get one for me whenever she shopped at the Indian grocery market. 

She sat down next to me. Where the cloth had been before, there was now a bandaid. She had changed into a green turtleneck. 

If I hadn’t seen her just moments before, I wouldn’t have been able to tell how badly her neck was bruised.  

“You’ll have to break it into halves,” she said, motioning towards her sprained wrist as explanation.  

Tentatively, I did as she asked.  
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She smiled. It seemed genuine.  

“Now, Isha,” she said, “I don’t want you to worry about what happened, alright? It was just a little mistake. I’m fine.”  

I tilted my head, wary. “So like…a one time thing?”  

She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly. It was nothing, really.”  

I wanted to believe her. I really, really did. But I wasn’t so sure.  

“Are you sure?” I asked. “I’m your superhero, remember?”  

She laughed. “I’m sure,” she said.  

“Alright,” I said. For now, maybe it would be best if I trusted her.  

I took a bite out of the chocolate. It didn’t taste nearly as good as it usually did. I forced myself to smile as I swallowed 

it down, bitterness erupting through my tastebuds.  

~ 

For a while, trusting Mom seemed to work. Life went back to normal, or at least as normal as it could get, anyway. 

Because soon enough, something very big would be happening. I would be graduating the fifth grade!  

Following my graduation, we went on a three week vacation to Europe. It felt like the most extraordinary time of my 

life, ceaseless laughter as we explored city after city. And although occasionally in those happy moments, I would feel an 

unexplainable pang of anxiety in my chest, it was dull enough that I could practically ignore it.  

But then it happened again. It was just a couple days after we had gotten home from the Europe trip. I startled awake 

from a nightmare and tiptoed out to the kitchen to get a glass of water. That’s when I saw Mom, leaning far back against the 

wall, her eyes wide and her cheek tinged with red. Dad stood grimly opposite her, his hand trembling as he lowered it to his 

thigh.  

There was even more guilt this time, Dad sobbing as he promised that it would never happen again. I nodded, but I 

didn’t believe him.  

And I was right not to. Because it happened again. And again. And again.  

~ 

Sometimes, I would be able to tell that it had occurred from observing a limp or a bandaged arm. Those times, my 

parents would both act like nothing had happened. That made me want to punch Dad, to hit him, to scream. I know what you 

did.  

I wasn’t sure how long the violence had been happening. Had it suddenly escalated or had it always been there, 

lurking like a shadow in the rooms of what I had once thought to be a perfect home? I couldn’t come up with a reason as to 
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why it was happening, nor how to make it stop. And it was not knowing how to make it stop that scared me most. In the past, 

whenever I had faced a problem, I had gone to my parents and they had fixed it, but who could I go to now? How would I ever 

fix this?  

Initially, I tried to interfere in the violence. Once, as they were shouting at each other in the dining room, I stepped in-

between them.  

“Stop!” I cried. “Why don’t we just sit down in the living room and calm down for a moment?”  

Mom and Dad stared down at me, blinking. After a long moment, Dad said, “Isha, what do you know? You’re just a 

child. You shouldn’t be interfering in adult matters.”  

“But—” I began to protest, but the way he was clenching his jaw — I could practically hear his teeth grinding together 

— stopped me in my tracks. I nodded and left the room.  

After the first couple of times, I rarely ever walked in on the violence. I think that sometimes it happened when I 

wasn’t around to see it, like late at night or when I was at school. I think Mom and Dad were trying to keep it from me. Mom 

must have not wanted to worry me, and I suppose that Dad had felt ashamed.  

But mostly, I rarely walked in on it because I quickly got the picture: If Mom and Dad are yelling, stay in your room. 

Lock the door and put in your earbuds; turn the volume up as loud as it will go. Try your hardest not to cry because you’re a 

big girl now and big girls don’t cry, and crying would mean that something is wrong, and nothing is wrong because your mom 

said so; she said that everything is okay and you will be fine and you repeat that to yourself like a mantra: 

youwillbefineyouwillbefineyouwillbefine.  

~ 

It was hard to reconcile Dad’s harshness with the love and kindness I had always seen from him. I wondered how the 

man who would hurt Mom so badly could possibly be the same as the one who had raised me all my life, or even the one that 

we would see in the weeks between the beatings. It was a question that haunted me for months: was the man a part of the 

monster, or the monster a part of the man?  

I soon realized that to me, it didn’t matter. My thoughts had been decided from that very first strike. Even when he 

was kind, it was impossible for me to feel at ease, that same anxiousness in my chest from our trip to Europe only infinitely 

growing.  

I began to hate him.  

Mom’s bruises and scars pain were because of him. My constant anxiousness, the way I felt like I could never fully 

breathe, that was all because of him, too.  
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I started frequently having bouts of intense anxiety, so bad that sometimes, I thought I was dying. My heart pounded 

loudly in my ears, I shook, and I could barely get in a breath. I realized that I was experiencing panic attacks after Mom took me 

to a doctor.  

What often haunted me most of all, were the words that Mom had told me on the ocean’s shore of that day of fifth 

grade. Hadn’t she told me to never lose my anger? To never lose my voice?  

It was undeniable that I was so indescribably angry, so why wasn’t I saying anything?  

Why wasn’t she?  

I was scared. What was happening was larger than life, it was all consuming. I had tried to interfere before but what 

would happen if I spoke up, again? What could I say or do that could possibly help?  

What if Dad started beating me, too?  

~ 

One day, I finally worked up the courage to approach Mom. Guilt had been manifesting in me deeper and deeper every 

day. My silence felt like betrayal. I needed to do something.  

“Why does he treat you like that?” I asked her that day. “What kind of man beats his own wife?”  

Mom abruptly stopped scrubbing the kitchen tile. She blinked. “Isha,” she began, “When you grow up, you’ll realize 

that no man is perfect. Those boys you see in the rom-coms?” She smiled sadly. “They don’t exist in the real world.”  

“But just because a man isn’t perfect doesn’t mean that he has to cause so much pain,” I protested. “Mom, when he 

hurts you, I feel hurt too,” I added bashfully a moment later.  

She shook her head. “No, no, no, no,” she said. “That’s silly. You shouldn’t feel hurt by that.” She looked at me, cracking 

a grin. “Listen, I’m not even in any pain. If I’m not crying, then you most definitely shouldn’t be, either, okay?”  

“But— “  

“Your Dad, well — it’s true, he has a bit of a temper. But other than that? He’s absolutely perfect. A better husband 

than I could ever deserve. And besides, what’s so bad about a little temper, anyway?” She sat up a little taller. “So I don’t want 

to hear about this again, alright? There’s nothing to worry about.”  

“B— ,” I started.  

But before I could finish my thought, she was on the other side of the kitchen, scrubbing at the counter with her towel.  

“Mom,” I called.  

She didn’t turn around.  

Her word was final.  
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It continued. I waited and waited for the day that it would all end, the day that we would be a normal family again but 

it never came  

This was our normal now.  

Again, I tried to talk to Mom. Over and over and over again. But she always seemed to sense what I was doing, and 

would change the topic or send me out on an errand before I could get a single word out.  

That day on the ocean’s shore, I felt powerful. Now, I felt the exact opposite.  

After countless attempts to no avail, I stopped trying. So this is it, I accepted. 

~ 

My thoughts soon turned to revolve around myself. If there was no hope in anything changing, then I needed to get out 

of there. I felt like I would die if I didn’t.  

Soon, my entire daily routine involved around escaping. Ever hour that I wasn’t in my house was an hour well-spent. I 

made myself as busy as I could with school and extracurricular activities. I would finish them late in the evening and then hang 

out with friends, often even eating dinner and doing homework at their house. Finally, I would get home late at night, quickly 

pecking Mom’s cheek and bidding her goodnight before locking myself in my room.  

Actually, I’d used to even go back to that lake Mom took me to, just looking for some peace in the silence. I eventually 

stopped, though; it only reminded me of where I felt like I was failing: how I felt like I couldn’t speak up and how my life had 

changed so much.  

I spent years like that, doing all that I could to avoid the horror in my own home. I knew that Mom needed me, that I 

should have been spending time with her, but it was just too hard. Especially when I couldn’t understand her anymore, when I 

began to feel angry at her for not doing anything.  

And although my avoidance was obvious, Mom never mentioned it. Even in her tiredness, she continued loving me in 

the best way that she could, continuing to ask about my day even when she knew that she would only ever get a single word in 

response, packing my lunch with my favorite foods even though she knew that I would never remember to thank her for it, and 

always reminding me how much she loved me, even though she knew that I wouldn’t always say it back.  

If you love me so much, I sometimes shamefully thought, then why don’t you leave him?  

The day the last of my college acceptances finally came in, I listed them down on a notepad in order of increasing 

distance from my home. Guiltily, I chose to attend the farthest one.  

~ 
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Even all the way across the country, my avoidance continued. I missed as many of Mom’s calls as I could, claiming that 

I was busy with studies or out with friends. I just couldn’t bear to hear how lonely her voice sounded, especially not when it 

partly felt like my fault. After all, I had left her alone with him.  

And yet she still texted me, always checking to make sure that I was alright. I responded to her in as few words as I 

could, trying my best to just not think about it, to forget those past terror-filled years of mine that Mom was still living through. 

I lived by the “work hard, play hard” philosophy, immersing myself in studies during the day, and partying as hard as I could at 

night. That summer, I stayed on campus, taking extra classes and working a part time job.  

But in the fall of sophomore year, things seemed like they would finally change.  

During my first semester, I took a class in gender studies. My professor was lively and high-spirited, and I couldn’t 

help but hang on to her every word. One day, she gave an incredibly powerful lecture on domestic abuse. I leaned forward, 

listening wide-eyed and attentively.  

That night, I sat in front of my laptop for hours, researching. Something that felt oddly like hope swelled inside my 

chest.  

A couple days later, I called Mom for the first time in months. “Isha?” she asked tentatively, incredulous at my call.  

Without greeting her, the words began to incoherently spill out of me. “Mom, I’ve been researching and — well — 

there are resources for people like you — funds and organizations and even lawyers. I understand why you’ve been staying 

with him now — it’s common in victims of abuse. I get it — you’re scared to have to live on your own without a job, or you’re 

afraid he’ll follow you if you leave. But listen to me, we can work through it together — So, I sent you some links and I want 

you to look at them, okay? — I’ll finish school and get my degree and then I can take care of you — And if you’re worried about 

money right now, I have some from my part time job so —”  

“Isha,” Mom interrupted, “Over the years, I’ve marveled at what a wonderful adult you’re turning into.” I beamed. “But 

when you say things like this,” she added coldly, “I remember how much of a child you really are.”  

“W-what?” I spluttered.  

“Isha,” she asked, “Who exactly do you think is paying your college tuition?”  

“I—“ I started. “Listen, I can take out loans and I can help you find a job. I know it’ll be hard but we can do this 

together.” I paused, waiting for her response. But I was only met by silence.  

She had already hung up.  

I didn’t hear from her for months after that.  

~ 
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“Hello?” I said incredulously into the phone.  

“Hello, Isha,” Mom responded.  

I paused. It had been a while since I had heard her voice. “What’s going on?” I finally asked.  

“I did what you said.”  

“Huh?”  

“I’ve left him.”  

Oh.  

“I’ve tried calling you over and over again and have gotten no response for months, and you call me all of a sudden to 

tell me that — Like, last time we talked you — Mom, I’m really happy for you and want to support you, but how the hell did 

this all happen?” I asked.  

“Actually,” I continued, “Where are you right now? I’ll come and then we can talk.”  

I started looking for flights as she told me the address of a restaurant. I booked a red-eye for that night.  

When I finally arrived at that restaurant, my hands were shaking. Trembling, I raised them to the door knob.  

I walked in and began scanning the tables. And there she was. In a booth in the corner of the room. I thought that 

maybe her appearance would have changed in the last couple of years but no, she was still the same Mom.  

“Hey,” I said tentatively, “Nice restaurant.”  

She looked at me and her eyes widened slightly. “Yeah, um, I work here part-time actually.”  

I sat down and we were silent for a moment, fiddling awkwardly with our menus. Mom’s eyes glazed over the same 

section on burgers over and over.  

“So,” I said, trying to break the tension, “You must look pretty dashing in that cowboy hat, huh?” It was a western 

themed restaurant.  

Mom chuckled and I tried to relax, but it was hard. I wanted things to be natural and easy but two years of never 

seeing each other and many more years of avoidance before that didn’t exactly help the situation.  

“I know this is weird,” I tried. “But I’m also here for a reason and I don’t want to glaze over that with awkward small 

talk. Could you tell me what’s been going on?”  

She nodded and began speaking, explaining what had happened in that same intelligent and straight to the point 

manner she had used to speak to me in. Apparently, she had looked at the links I had sent her, after all. She explained that she 

was overwhelmed and didn’t know exactly what to do, but that my call pushed her to reach out to our county’s domestic 

violence shelter and receive guidance from them. She was hesitant at first, but they were understanding and explained the 
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different options. She talked to other women, too, and she realized that leaving Dad could be a real possibility. The shelter 

helped her file a domestic protective order, get a job (along with working at the restaurant she had apparently also started 

selling homemade rotis), find a place to stay, and she would soon be filing for divorce.  

“That’s the thing,” she began when she got to talking about divorce, “I really truly hate to ask you this but I was hoping 

you could help support me financially with that. Not a lot of course, but just a little,” she said quietly.  

“Of course I’ll support you. I wish that you had called me earlier and I could have supported you through the rest of it, 

too.”  

Our waiter handed us back the check and we looked at each other in uncertainty. Was that it for today?  

An absurd idea suddenly struck me. “Mom,” I hesitantly said, “Why don’t we leave for a little while. I want to show you 

something.”  

Her eyebrows furrowed but she nodded.  

She walked me to her car and I got into the driver’s seat. The drive there was quiet, but that was okay. It gave me time 

to think about all that had just happened. After driving for twenty minutes, I parked on the side of a small road. I caught a tiny 

smile on Mom’s face as she blinked in wonder. “Y’know, I used to come here sometimes alone ever after that time that I took 

you,” she said.  

I laughed as she got out of the car and walked down the pathway to the water. “Me too.”  

“I didn’t say it at the restaurant but I’ve been meaning to tell you that I’m sorry,” she began.  

I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry,” I said. “I haven’t been a very good daughter.”  

“But you tried all that you could,” Mom protested. “It was me that ignored you. It was wrong of me to cut off 

communication like that after our last call.”  

I laughed, humorlessly. “Well I wasn’t doing a very good job of keeping up communication, anyway.” I turned towards 

her. “Honestly speaking, if there’s one person to blame for all of this, it’s not either of us. It’s him.”  

Mom shrugged. It struck me that the casualness in which we were suddenly speaking was odd considering the subject 

matter. “You’re right, I guess. But I can’t help but think that maybe if I had done something differently I could’ve saved myself 

some pain. More importantly, saved you from pain.”  

I leaned down to pick up a pebble and threw it, skipping it across the water. “I know that your whole life you’ve been 

trying to protect me. And you’ve done that. We’re safe now.”  

She peered across the sea, into the vastness of aquamarine blue.  

“And what about right now?” she asked me.  
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I grinned. “Well, Mom, are you angry?” I asked her.  

She nodded and I opened my mouth to explain my idea, but I didn’t have to — she already knew.  

She intertwined my fingers with hers and together we let out a loud scream.  

And for those next few minutes we continued screaming, crying after we got tired of screaming, and then laughing 

after we got tired of crying. And although I knew that we still had a long way to go, my life having scarred, battered, and 

bruised me in every way, sadness still aching through my every bone, I couldn’t help but feel like this was the beginning of 

something incredible.  

Healing. 
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 Game of Luck 
By Eve Boyer 

In the light of the moon, the forest yawned, a gaping maw patiently awaiting its prey. William Maynard shivered, 

averting his eyes from the treeline, digging the toe of his shoe into the frozen ground. He had allowed his two friends, Noah 

and Jonathan, to coerce him out of the house, but now, with his father’s winter coat wrapped tight around him, he regretted 

leaving his bed. The chilled air slipped its fingers into the gaping spaces not fully covered by the coat, chasing away any 

lingering warmth his bed had left him.  

“Are you scared, Will?” came Noah’s voice unexpectedly.  

He startled out of his daze, looking up into the boy’s bright eyes. He had a slight grin on his face, blonde hair turned 

silver in the moonlight. Behind Noah, Jonathan stuck out his tongue, just barely visible over the blonde’s shoulder. William 

straightened, scowling.  “No,” he replied, indignant. “Just wondering when we’re going to get on with it already. You chickens 

have been dilly-dallying about for an hour now.”  

Jonathan honked out a laugh, which Noah quickly shushed, and raised his hands to surrender. “You’re not scared of 

the Beast?”  

“Of course he isn’t,” Noah cut in, slinging an arm over William’s shoulders, as if he weren’t shorter than William by 

nearly half a foot. “His daddy’s the butcher, so he’s not scared of anything! He’ll chop that Beast up and make it into  

a nice winter stew.”  

“My dad being the butcher has nothing to do with it,” William replied, shoving his friend back towards  

Jonathan, ears burning. “Everybody knows the Beast isn’t real. It’s just some story they tell kids to keep ‘em outta the  

woods.”   

“Oh, yeah? Then you’re not gonna wimp out on us when we start walking?” Jonathan goaded, shaking off Noah’s  

grasp. “I mean, I’d hate to have to tell Henrietta that you’re a coward…”  

At the mention of his crush, William’s face reddened. He uncrossed his arms in an effort to seem more confident in  

the situation, though with them hanging by his sides, he probably seemed more awkward than before. Realizing this,  

William took a firm step towards his friends. Noah’s eyes lit up, a mischievous smile curling at his lips once more.   

“First one to turn back has to help Missus Margaret clean the stalls,” the blonde laughed, before spinning on his  

heel and making a break for the evergreens. William, too startled to react, watched him be swallowed by the darkened  

forest, disappearing in the span of a second, leaving Jonathan and William standing there in shock.   
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“Hey!” Jonathan snapped after a pause, shaking off his surprise. He lunged forward.“Wait!”   

William tripped over his feet in his haste to follow after the taller boy, reaching out to snag Jonathan’s tattered blue  

scarf. Jonathan yelped at the sudden weight, reaching back to slap William’s hand away, and then they too were within the  

forest, racing after Noah and his bright blonde hair. He had slowed down near a rotting tree stump further ahead, face  

turned back to look for them, and William shoved at Jonathan to go faster so that they could catch up. His heart was  

pounding, shallow breaths frosting in the air, sweat pooling on the back of his neck under the heavy ruff of his father’s coat.  

The roaring of blood in his ears was so loud that it almost drowned out Noah’s hushed snicker.  

“Took you scaredy cats long enough,” the blonde whispered.   

“You hardly gave us any warning before you took off,” Jonathan replied, scrubbing his knuckles over the shorter  

boy’s skull. William wrapped his arms around his middle, casting a wary glance around them. The path they were on was  

narrow and overgrown, barely visible through the thick foliage. It was quiet in the forest, dampened, and William worried  

that even his own heart beating was too loud in the muffled night.   

“Come on, Will,” Jonathan said, snagging him by his baggy sleeve and catching his attention once more. “We’ve  

gotta finish the trail. Unless… unless you’re too scared?”  

The thing about Jonathan Barlowe was that he was mean, and he didn’t get any less mean by being friends with  

Noah and William. The way he looked at William now, with that sly, gleaming look in his eye, William felt small. He knew he  

was a coward, and knew that the only reason he was out here now was because of Noah’s persistent prodding, but to have  

Jonathan so blatantly call him out made the anxiety in his gut writhe.   

“Nah, Will’s fine.”   

Again, just like at the treeline, Noah came to his rescue, shoving Jonathan aside to jostle against William. The  

anxious boy let out a breath of relief, watching it fog into the air in front of him. With a hum and a shrug, Jonathan turned  

away, leading the trio deeper into the woods. William remained silent for the remainder of the trek, curling his frozen fists  

in the depths of his pockets, keeping his eyes on the underbrush surrounding them. He only spoke when they finally  

pushed out from the treeline, stumbling back onto Old Benson’s property. William studied their footprints left behind in the  

snow from when they first entered the woods, untouched.  

“I guess there’s no Beast after all.”    

Jonathan let out his goose-honk laugh. “Of course not. You said it yourself, it’s just some dumb children’s tale.”  
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“Or we were lucky,” Noah responded, though from the giggle he let out after, he didn’t take his words very  

seriously. William smiled, relieved to be out of the forest, and waved to his two friends before departing back towards his  

house.   

  When William slipped through his front door, his father was waiting for him. William froze, hand still on the  

handle, halfway turned to look at the burly figure of Kent Maynard seated on the stairs. The man’s broad shoulders were  

tense, and they did not relax at the sight of his son. With a sinking heart, William noted that his father’s auburn braids had  

not yet been unfurled, meaning that he had mistakenly assumed his father was asleep when he had snuck out earlier that  

night.   

“Where have you been?” his father asked after a very long beat of silence. William trembled, letting his hand drop  

so that the sleeve of the oversized coat could slide past his wrists and cover his fingertips. His father’s keen eyes tracked  

the movement.  

“Out with Noah and Jonathan,” William replied, quiet and meek. “We-”  

“I didn’t ask who you were with. I asked where.” 

He fell silent again, eyes to the floorboards in shame. His father was content to wait him out, elbows braced on his  

knees, strong eyebrows furrowed. William dithered until the guilt became too much to bear, and when he cried out his  

confession, the words broke. There was a heavy pause.  

“The forest,” his father repeated, slowly. “You were in the forest, with Noah Smith and Jonathan Barlowe?”  

“Yes.”    

“Why in God’s name would you go into the forest? ”  

His father stood, a sudden movement that had William hunching his shoulders and squeezing his eyes shut. He  

squeaked when two large hands grabbed his biceps, fingers easily wrapping around his skinny arms.  

“William, my boy, you know the Beast is in that forest! What sort of faerie came and stole your brains tonight? You  

know better than to try your luck!”  

“I thought it was just a kid’s story,” William blubbered, limp in his father’s grasp. “The Beast isn’t real-”  

“It’s real  ,” his father thundered. William opened his eyes, focusing on his father’s red beard instead of his furious  

gaze. “You kids don’t understand. You weren’t there  when it happened. The Beast is real, and while you need enough luck to  

get you through each stupid, hair-brained trip through the forest, the Beast only needs enough luck to encounter you once .  
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What do you think he will do to you if he finds you, boy? Will he show you mercy?  ”  

The terror that welled up in William was overwhelming, flooding his lungs and crowding up his throat. He  

choked on it, shaking, and when his father let him go, his knees nearly buckled. William was sent to his room, though it  

was a feat in itself to get up the stairs in the first place, and when he shut the door behind him, he fell onto his  

mattress, still wrapped in the oversized coat.      

  Weeks went by, and the terror faded with each story Noah and Jonathan told him of their adventures in the  

forest--adventures William had been declining. Their excitement and courage made him wonder exactly what he was  

so scared about--his father’s hot breath on the side of his face, calloused hands on his shoulders, the fear in his  

father’s voice --and eventually, eventually , he decided to join them once again. It was a full moon, and William had  

made sure to check that his father was well and truly sleeping before he snuck out with the man’s heavy coat under his  

arm. Noah and Jonathan met him at the end of the street, leaning on Mister McParth’s fence and  

cooing at the goats that had come out to greet them, their soft bleating enough to calm William’s  

anxiety.  

“Hey, look who decided to show up!” Noah said, once he caught sight of William coming down the road. His  

smile was blinding, making up for the raspberry Jonathan blew on the palm of his hand, and William shrugged and  

went to stand by the blonde.   

“Well, you two have been running around in the forest for who knows how long without me,” William replied, “I  

figured I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”  

Jonathan snorted, but said nothing, wrapping his ever-present blue scarf tighter. They waited while William  

unraveled his father’s coat and swathed himself within its folds, and then they pushed away from Mister McParth’s  

goats and hurried down the street, snickering amongst themselves. William allowed himself to be jostled by his friends,  

bantering to hide his nerves, but when they reached the treeline behind Old Benson’s barn, all good feelings drained  

way. The Beast only needs enough luck to encounter you once , his father had said; but Noah and Jonathan had been  

going into the woods, anyways, and they hadn’t seen the Beast.   

“Come on, maybe we can show you the old bear den we found.”   

Noah tugged on William’s arm in excitement, yanking him towards the forest while he chattered about the old  
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animal bones they saw and the claw marks around the roots the den had been made from. Jonathan ambled behind  

them, content to keep his teasing to himself for once, though William knew his anxiety would’ve been an easy target. In  

the darkness, all he could focus on was the paleness of Noah’s face.  

They arrived at the den after a while of walking, having deviated from the path not long after they broke the  

treeline. William stood at the entrance to the den as Noah crawled in between the roots and held up bones for him to  

see, giggling. In the cool air, surrounded by silence, William could almost forget why he was so frightened, could-  

“Hey, where’s Jonathan?” Noah asked, peeking out from the roots. He had a larger bone  

in his hand, the knobs of it stark in the darkness.   

William turned around. Jonathan had been quiet for most of the night, but thinking back, he hadn’t said a word  

since they got off the trail. William couldn’t even recall if he had followed them to the den. Now, where the brunette  

should have been, there was only empty space.  

“Oh, lord,” Noah cursed, clambering out of the den. “We’ve lost the idiot. He’s probably waiting for us back at  

Old Benson’s farm.”  

William hesitantly laughed out, “What a chicken,” though it fell flat. His voice was shaking too much, suddenly  

overcome with nerves. Noah peered at him, tapping the head of the bone along the ground, as if thinking. They stood  

in the deadened quiet for a moment longer before Noah put his free hand to his mouth and called out for their missing  

friend. William hissed at him, slapping at his face to get him to be quiet.   

“Who’s gonna hear us,” the blonde said, frowning. The absence of his cheerful smile unnerved William. “We’re  

the only people out here.”   

“Yes, that may be true, but I’ll hear you,” came the reply, all silky and sharp, curling from the underbrush.  

William’s eyes snapped to their left. In the darkness of the night, the thing’s eyes gleamed bright and whole, its wicked  

mouth curved to show its bloodied teeth. It moved on two legs, though it should have been on four, some hulking  

monster made of coarse black fur and jagged claws and too-long fangs and too-big ears. On its back, slung over its  

thick ruff, was a thread-bare blue scarf, torn and dark with blood.   

Their luck had run out. The Beast had found them.  

“Oh, lord,” Noah said again, a mere whisper. He dropped the bone at his side. “Oh, lord.”  

“No, not the Lord, ” the Beast grinned, prowling closer.  William opened his mouth to scream--to scream, and 
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scream, and scream, until his lungs ran out of air and he fell to the ground, dead. The Beast is real, his father had said,  

words clear as day over the catastrophe of noise in his mind. The Beast is real.  

It leapt for them, then, jaws parted and hands outstretched. It was not William who screamed, but Noah, high  

and clear. It rang in the air even after the Beast tore his throat out, fangs crunching through muscle and bone alike.  

William ran, blind with terror, uncaring of the branches that whipped him and the roots he tripped over. He needed to  

get out, he needed to get help, the treeline was so close-  

Jonathan’s mutilated body was strewn out by the rotten tree stump Noah had stopped by all those weeks ago,  

grotesque and unrecognizable save for his brown curls. A trail of blood was smeared off into the thicket, chunks of  

flesh scattered about as if he had been dragged. William shrieked, leaping away from the body, and his back hit  

something warm and solid and alive. 

“Hello, little boy,” said the Beast, reeking of copper. Its massive hands closed around his heaving ribcage,  

almost gentle, claws glittering in the dim moonlight. Something hot and wet dribbled from above William and into his  

hair. The boy parted his lips, cold air burning his throat on the inhale.  

  Kent Maynard sat up in bed, startled out of his sleep for reasons unknown. He blinked blearily into the  

darkness of his room, unsure of why he had awoken, but nevertheless unnerved. Something about the scene was off;  

it took him several minutes to realize what was troubling him.  

His coat was missing from where he had left it, folded on his desk. Oh, Kent thought, muddled. William?  

No…  William would have only taken the jacket if he were going out, and he wasn’t supposed to be going out.  

Wild panic began to unfurl in Kent’s chest, confusion and desperation alike, only to be crushed by cold certainty. In the 

absence of the momentary alarm was only an empty cavern, his heart lying still within his rib cage. He knew what had  

roused him, and it was not a sound--no, it was deeper than that.   

  From within the forest, the Beast began to laugh. 
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Return to Sender: A Letter Written to the West Baton Rouge Parish Jail 
By Eliza Meyer 

 

1955 

Two Thursdays ago, the shit hit the fan. You know I never really worry about beauty too much, but I spent that whole 

night crying my eyes out, anxious as can be, and woke up to Nana scolding me because that would “give me rinkles”. It was all 

such a crude twist of fate, orchestrated by the one and only, mama, as she had conspired with the head of the class council, and 

she knew about this scheme the whole time! I’ve run the bayou and worked nets with Jean and Louis for as long as I can 

remember. Being half creole, that’s in my blood, and I know I got that from you. Working with the crawfish, setting the traps 

every morning and emptying them by moonlight, it’s what I know, and what I love. Since I turned seventeen though, Mama has 

been on me about acting like a woman; but I just don’t want to do it. She called me into the living room last month, the night 

after the Johnsons’ fais do-do. She sat me down, looked me in the eye, and said, “Yvette, you’re getting much too wild.” 

Everyone wants me to settle down, but I can’t. I don’t know how I could. I suppose I better tell you what happened though 

because it’s something like a miracle. Since you left, I’ve started going to St. Xavier’s, and it’s been alright. I reckon you’d like 

the nuns ‘cause they just look so funny in those robes. I know you’d never be a catholic, but they’re not all teetotalers and two 

timers like you think. I never thought that I’d be much for school at all, but I’ve really come to love math. Another new girl 

Marie and I have gotten real close too; you’d love her. I took her to the zydeco at the theatre the week before last, on Tuesday. 

Joe and the guys down there miss seein’ you an awful lot, and the music on Wednesdays isn’t near as good without your 

accordion. She’d never seen anything like it! A real zydeco can fix any problem; you taught me that. Baton Rouge is where 

we’re from, but she’s only ever been in the city, so I’ve been taking her to the good spots. She and her folks live over in the 

Garden District, and lately, I take the trolley to her place after school. She’s awful girly and just loves trying to make me over. 

Turns out that it came in handy. 

On that fateful day, I got a note from my homeroom teacher. I opened it, and what it said shocked the hell out of me. 

 
“Yvette Louise Laveau, as one of the twelve senior girls with the highest marks, you have been chosen to participate in St. 

Xavier’s annual Miss Crawfish pageant, which will be held on the 21st of March.” 

 

The words on that page are an image I’ll never forget. I spent the days after that in shock, and I honestly don't know 

how I got the idea that I’d do the damn pageant in my head anyway. Mama and Nana made over me like crazy. They primped 

and prodded at my hair, and Nana even sewed me a pretty gown to wear. I couldn’t shake the feeling that It just wasn’t me 

though. The way that I’ve been all my life just doesn’t add up to roses and pantyhose. Everyone around me wants me to change 
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things, but I can’t help but be apprehensive about it. I mean, how can a girl who’s spent her years playing in the mud, working 

hard with strong hands, and immersed in her culture turn herself into a refined lady? I don’t know how I did it, but that day of 

the pageant, something clicked. The days right before it, I begrudgingly let mama pluck my eyebrows, (big mistake!), and even 

roll my hair like she does hers. If I’m honest, the memory of the pageant itself is hazy. Jean and Louis bothered me all day and 

acted like typical, nervy preteen boys around all the beauty queens. Every day I can tell they miss you, even though they’re 

trying to act tough these days. I was nervous the whole day too, and I paced in the too-tight gown and clumsy heels that Mama 

picked out. I was anxious for people to see me that way because I’d never been seen like that before. I don’t know why it shook 

me up like it did, and it wasn’t fear. I got on the stage and answered the questions. I went through the motions, and for the 

talent, I played your accordion. The crowd went wild over it, and I wish that you could’ve seen. The surreal moment came at 

the end. They got through the runner ups, and then they called my name! I really could’ve fainted. I still can’t believe that I 

won, but everyone’s started treating me differently. I ain’t pageant material; I’m the farthest thing from it. But somehow, this 

happened. Now I wear the sash and carry a reputation to boot. It’s Sunday today, the day after the pageant. I don’t 

know what this will change, but I’m not the girl I was when you left. I want you to know I’m thinking about you, and I wish 

more than anything that you could come home. We all do. I’ll try to visit you sometime soon Daddy. 

 

 

               With All My Love,  

             Yvette  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 22nd of March, 1955 
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The Future Awaits 
By Sapphira Gates 

In her home town of Livithia, Akari was growing bored.   

The festival was lively as usual. The night sky was a blanket of stardust, the same constellations sitting stagnant as the 

Star Lords quarrelled about which to put up that night. Livithia’s royal castle stood on the highest hill, lit and glowing like 

crystal from the inside. The bobbing glow of orange paper lamps lit the narrow pathways between  

booths, the flames licking the stubborn sides with pleasure as the colored material refused to burn.   

Still, none of it interested her as she counted money, the coins and colored paper flashing as booming firelights 

sparkled in the sky. The tourists laughed and sang shanties from their coastal towns, marveling in the thick atmosphere of 

incense, food and beer.   

The festival jobs ran in her family for generations; her mother had played as a guru from Convia, and when she got 

sick, Akari took her own image: a fortune teller, a mystical, fire-haired creature made of silk and soft words.   

She liked being out in the open, able to influence the people the way their futures could. But she had no real power--

her magic came in tips and tricks, outsmarting the impatient tourists who wanted a taste of “true Livithian magic.”   

Satisfied with her early haul, Akari buried the money in a box hidden under her table and smiled coyly at a passing 

tourist. He smiled back at her, and the woman on his arm scowled in return.  

“Making friends this early, are we?”   

Akari resisted the urge to jump. She had been partners with Devlin long enough to know he was there, but that 

knowledge didn’t make his footsteps any louder.  

“Several kevs worth of friends,” she told him, smiling at passersby as she nudged the box with her toes.   

Devlin crept forward, kneeling out of sight as he slid the box towards him. The lid clicked as it opened, and she could 

imagine the golden glow of treasure fanning across his round features.   

The festival was just beginning, but Akari had already met with several customers. People liked to have their futures 

told early, so they could drink to their sorrow or their joy, whichever she felt like bestowing upon them.   

“All that’s mine, by the way,” Akari told him, reaching across with her foot and shutting the box. “You should’ve gotten 

here on time.”  

“I had homework!”   

Something caught her eye and she kicked him, hard enough to let him know to be silent. A woman was approaching, 

her cloak and drab blonde hair the most obvious things about her, immediately standing out against the vibrant reds and 

purples of the crowd. Akari found it odd that she was here. The only interaction the poor had with the  
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Festival of Light was working for it.   

The woman stopped at Akari’s table, her blue eyes wrinkled and worried, though she couldn’t have been much older 

than Akari herself. Her pale hands clutched her cloak into a nervous bundle.   

“You’re the future lady, yes?” she asked, her pitching accent pointing to the Northern Islands. She fumbled in her cloak 

pockets, withdrawing a handful of  coins. “Please, I need to know if my sister will live.”   

Akari took the money and motioned for the woman to move around the table and towards the back. She carefully 

passed the kevs to Devlin, who was now standing by the entrance to her “seeing” tent. He quickly pocketed the coins, his dark 

skin flashing in the colors of the firelights.   

Akari paused, putting on a touch of her mother’s accent and gathering her dramatic flair before turning to her 

customer. “Are you sure you vant to see your future? Tis not an easy thing to bare.”   

The woman hesitated, but nodded. “I need to know.”  

“Very well.” Akari flicked her hand and Devlin pulled the curtains open.  

The woman gasped, staring in amazement as the fabric seemed to move on its own. “How do you do that?”   

Akari stifled a smile. “My spirit guides assist me as I wish.”   

The back room was filled with incense and pillows, fiery silks and bells hanging from the walls. There was a clearing in 

the center, where an ornate rug covered the hard cobblestones beneath it.   

“Sit,” Akari said, taking her own advice and gesturing to the pillow across from her. She ignored Devlin’s grin as the 

woman sat down—he always enjoyed making fun of her fake accent.   

“Vhat is your name?” she asked the woman, snapping and pointing to a pile of crystals lying in the corner. Devlin 

picked his way around the pillows and grabbed them.  

“Evelyn,” the woman answered nervously, watching as the colored stones seemed to fly into Akari’s hand.   

“And your sister?”  

“Jillian.”  

Akari closed her eyes, arranging the colored crystals in a half moon on the floor and placing her hands in the middle. 

She put on her most serine, otherworldly face, though all she could see behind her eyelids was black. “Describe her to me.”  

As Evelyn rattled off a number of characteristics, Akari slowly put together the little girl’s image in her mind. This  was 

what she loved: meeting new people without having to leave her booth, learning of other lives and other faces. Learning of the 

brown-haired girl who loved to play dress up in Evelyn’s clothes and had an obsession  

with soup.   
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She liked Jillian. So, she decided.  

“Your sister vill live,” she said, smiling as Evelyn seemed to sink into the floor with relief. Happy tears filled her eyes, 

and she lunged forward, wrapping her arms around Akari. Devlin started forward, but Akari waved him away. She was used to 

this.   

With much thanking, Evelyn walked outside and back around the booth. Akari followed, trying to reduce her smile. 

Otherworldly fortune tellers did not grin like idiots.  

“Vone last thing,” she said, grabbing hold of Evelyn’s arm as she turned to disappear into the crowd. “Vhat is it your 

sister is sick vith?”   

“Misopholia,” Evelyn said sadly. “My mom died of it last year.”  

Akari’s heart dropped. Her own mother was sick with the Red Fever as well, and had been for the past two years. It 

was everything Akari could do to make ends meet and buy enough medicine to keep her mother alive.   

“I’m sorry,” she said, and Evelyn walked off, disappearing into the crowd, a black spot in a sea of orange, purple and 

red.   

“Now or later?” Devlin asked tentatively, and she started. She hadn’t heard him approach.   

 “Now would be best,” she said, trying her best to regain her composure. The night was only half over. “I can handle myself for 

a few more minutes. Take all we can spare.”  

Devlin nodded and darted off.  

Akari sat herself back behind her table and tried to clear her head. The money box was still open on the ground, 

several bills missing. She nudged it shut with her foot, slid it back into its hiding place, and waited for Devlin to return.   

Her job was a tricky one--one small error, one wrong prediction, and her reputation would sink faster than the ships 

in Shell Harbor. She made the best guesses she could, most of them educated enough, but when it came to something as 

unforeseeable as little Jillian’s survival...well, Akari had to make her own insurance.   

She’d met Devlin on a night similar to this, only a few years ago. The thriving, pulsing crowd had swept her from her 

mother’s booth far into the reaches of the festival, to places she had never seen before. Starlight Square, where diamonds were 

embedded in the stone paths as a gift from the Convian royalty. Barlin’s Tavern, where  

they sold the best beer in all of Livithia, and she had tried all of it.   

But while trying to find her way back, she got lost, and her feet carried her to the edges of the closing festival. The 

lights in the buildings were off, and the wind whistled down the wide lane, like it was trying to recreate the shouts it had heard 

just hours before.  
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And that’s when she saw it.  

Something was wrong with the leaves.   

It was the middle of summer, but after a strong storm, leaves from the king’s garden sometimes made their way down 

to the Border, the poorer parts of town where her mother had lived and worked when Akari was younger. The foliage littering 

the ground tumbled away in the breeze, but a select few stayed put. They didn’t bend, or  

really move at all. But with a strong wind behind her back, that was what Akari found so  

very strange.   

As she moved forward to get a closer look, the leaves suddenly ripped free of the ground and blew away, as if they’d 

been freed from something. Her suspicion grew, her eyes narrowed, and she took one, big step forward.   

There was a yelp, and she screamed.   

A boy flashed into view, already in the process of falling over. He hit the ground and scrambled to his feet, glancing at 

his hands and back up at her. His blue eyes were wide and fearful.   

So that was why the leaves had stayed. He’d been standing on them.  

Akari was speechless. She’d seen him appear out of nowhere. She’d grown up with her mother’s fake magic and the 

stories that travelers bring, but she’d never believed any of it.   

“Can you see me?” the brown-haired boy asked, a flickering veil of confidence not quite hiding his fear underneath. “

Can you see me?” 

“Your one of them…” Akari breathed. “The Benvoli...but I thought--”  

“No no no, this can’t be happening--” He flickered, his voice turning desperate. “How many fingers am I holding up?”  

  “Three.”   

The boy let out a half laugh, half sob. “Dad’s gonna kill me.”  

And Akari knew why. Benvoli were from the South Islands, a conquered province of Livithia. Their ability to turn 

invisible made them ideal soldiers, but one flaw led to their supposed extinction--once you see them flash in or out of sight, 

they’re never invisible to you again. It had only taken a single mistake to annihilate them all.   

“Don’t turn me in,” he pleaded.  

  She hesitated, thinking of the reward she could demand. But his eyes begged for mercy, and she had no choice but to 

give it to him. “I won’t.”  

  The boy had run off then, and not three months later, Akari found him again--Devlin, she’d discovered his name was. 

But this time, she asked for his help.   
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Devlin’s voice snapped her back from the past--present Devlin, the person who’d been working beside her faithfully 

for two long years. “It’s done. Got the meds in just in time.”  

“That’s great,” she said, turning back to look at him. “So why do you sound so nervous?”  

Devlin shuffled and cleared his throat. “I’m not nervous.” But as he handed her an envelope, his eyes told otherwise.   

Akari’s first thought was how thick the envelope was--it had a smooth, sturdy feel to it that practically shouted kev 

signs. She turned it over and her heart dropped.   

That was the royal seal.  

“Dev, watch the booth.” She hurried past him and into her tent, where she tore open the envelope and unfolded the 

paper inside.   

  

To the respectable Akari Minitov:  

  

We are pleased to inform you that His Royal Highness, King Edoran, and Her Royal Majesty, Queen Corolin, require your services 

at the palace next moon, at two hours past sundown. The subject matter is not to be disclosed in this letter. You will be informed 

on the details tomorrow.   

  

Yours, King Edoran and Queen Corolin  

  

Akari’s heart stopped. The king and queen...a job...tomorrow…  

She burst back out of the tent and marched over to her booth, flashing a quick smile at any onlookers and turning the 

small “open/closed” sign on her table. She grabbed Devlin’s arm, and he yelped as she yanked him back into the tent.   

“Jeez, Akari,” he grumbled, rubbing his arm as he regained his balance. “What did it--”  

  “Where did you get this?” she demanded, whispering in case someone could hear them. It wasn’t likely over the 

booming and laughter, but she decided safe was better than sorry. “Did someone catch you?”  

“Of course not!” Devlin said indignantly, his blue eyes flashing. “I was walking back visible, and some pompous weirdo 

comes up to me, asks if I knew you and handed me that!”  

Pompous weirdo,  she thought, and wondered why that was all she could focus on. The prospect of being hired by the 

Livithian royalty was just…  

“Are you taking the job?” Devlin asked quietly. “That is what it said, right?”  
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Decisions warred in her head. The risk of getting caught and the possible compensation...Akari would never have to 

work again. And most importantly, she could afford all the medicine she needed to keep her mother alive.   

Akari turned to Devlin, her mind made. “I don’t think I have a choice.”  

*** 

She stood by the palace gates, the sky a map of indigo diamonds, and her heart refused to stop pounding.   

Devlin stood beside her, staring nervously at the castle above them. She knew this was the last place he wanted to 

be—if he got caught, they’d draft him into the army to serve for life. Then they’d find his parents and force them to serve too, 

as punishment for keeping him a secret.   

Still, her selfish need to have him there outweighed her sympathy. She was risking something as well.  

Fixing her eyes on the stoned path ahead, she caught sight of someone traveling down the hill towards them. She felt 

her muscles tense and forced herself to relax. This wouldn’t work if she wasn’t on her toes.   

The man approached them, stopping behind the gate and staring with gray eyes from behind the iron designs. “You 

must be Akari Minitov.”  

“I am,” she said.  

The man waved her words aside. “Please, no accent. We know you hail from Livithia.” He continued watching her, his 

black hair neatly combed and his dark blue suit tailored with fine points. “Are you alone?”   

Akari nodded, trying her best to keep her voice steady. “I am.”   

The man eyed her and glanced around, as if someone was somehow hiding in the empty square she stood in. “Very 

well.” He pulled out a large ring of keys and unlocked the gate. “You may come in.”  

Akari kept her eyes fixed ahead as Devlin slipped through the closing gate, making sure to stay off the grass. His 

footprints would give him away.  

The man led her up the cobbled path, not looking at her as she stared around. At the base of the hill, gardens circled 

the palace, flowers blooming in wonderful whites, pinks, oranges and blues, filling the hot air with the scent of vanilla and 

home.   

The wooden double doors loomed ahead, golden streams spiraling across the wood. Two guards in heavy armor 

nodded to the man and lifted their crossed spears, pushing the doors open and revealing a grand foyer. As Akari passed, she 

could see the sweat hanging on their brows.   

Keeping her eyes ahead, she listened for Devlin’s footsteps, but heard nothing as the guards blocked the entrance 

again.  
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As they traveled up the wide staircase on the far side of the room, Akari couldn’t help but marvel at the gold-and-

marble walls, the woven tapestries hanging from the ceiling, the soft carpet under her feet. But no matter how beautiful it was, 

she knew she could never live here. It was too grand, too cold, in blinding whites and golds that  

reminded her too much of a sun that would never set.   

When they reached the royal chambers, the guards let them through once more, into a room that was simpler than 

Akari had expected. A large bed on the right, a vanity, a large circular window on the far wall, night spreading behind the glass. 

The king stood by the window, his hands clasped behind his back, his colorful clothes bedecked with  

jewels and medals. The queen sat on the bed, her dark hair matching that of the small child in her lap. Two guards stood on 

either side of the door.  

Akari curtsied and lowered her head, but as she looked down, anxiety gripped  

her chest. The floor was carpet. Devlin’s footprints...  

She risked a glance at the door and focused on its base. No new imprints. He wasn’t there.  

Akari tried to calm herself as she watched the queen’s feet walk towards her, and a soft voice told her, “Rise, miss 

Minitov. You are our  guest.”  

She did as she was told and resisted the urge to fiddle with her hair. She was used to her red wig, and her normal 

chocolate locks seemed too plain for royal company. Still, she had managed to find one her mother’s dressier outfits to wear, 

more red ribbons than a red dress, and she hoped that would focus their attention on her and not anything happening behind 

her.   

“You look a little on the young side,” the queen murmured, her tone light and amused as she bounced her baby boy.   

“I am, Your Majesty.”   

“Miss Minitov,” the king boomed, his deep voice soothing despite its volume. “We wish to know the future of our 

empire. My wife and I ask that you read our son’s fortune and advise us on the best course of action. You will, of course, be 

compensated greatly.”  

Akari inclined her head, her heart pounding and thoughts racing. “Yes, Your Highness. I would be honored.”  

  King Edoran smiled. “Wonderful.”  

She took a seat on the floor, making sure her back was facing the window so she could watch the door. She beckoned 

Corolin over, and the queen sat daintily in front of her, her skirts spreading and her son staring around with wild green eyes.   

The king circled to stand by his wife as Akari began.   

“Do you have anything of his I could hold?” she asked.   
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The queen smiled. “You could hold Delph if you like.”   

Taken aback, Akari held out her hands, and Delph was placed carefully into them. He stared up at her in confusion, as 

if wondering why his mommy looked so different. She smiled.  

Her thoughts chased each other and she debated what to say. Every future she gave was vague, but she’d never done 

lifetimes like this. And without Devlin and the illusion of magic, her clients became even more skeptical and ask more detailed 

questions. Even so, she was Akari Minitov. She would have to make do.   

“Hello,” she murmured to Delph, shifting him in her arms. “Let’s read your future, shall we?”  

She closed her eyes and thought of every single history lesson she knew, Livithian or not. How kingdoms rose and fell, 

what hardships she knew were likely to occur, but also the recent news, what was happening in the world that might affect 

them. Convian and Alibate relations, an increase in heavy droughts…  

“The future of your country lies in balance,” she said, keeping her voice low to emphasize the supposed importance of 

her words. “Watch the tension between Convia and Alibate. Convia may pull you in to fight with them. Expect less crops this 

summer and the next. And as for your son…” She scrunched her eyebrows together, a picture of concentration. There were 

gasps from the door, and one of the guards breathed, “Sire, look…”  

Akari didn’t dare open her eyes, but she knew something was happening. She repressed the urge to grin. Devlin had 

made it after all.   

“Your son will face many hardships as king,” she said, opening her eyes, Devlin’s presence filling her with a new 

confidence. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the covers of the bed drifting back onto the mattress. Devlin gave her a 

thumbs up, but she kept her expression somber. “Make sure you teach him how to deal with pressure, and to look from all 

angles.”  

These were all traits Akari thought every king should have, but coming from someone who had just levitated the bed 

spread, they must have sounded much wiser. 

“There may soon come a time when he is forced to make a hard decision,” she continued. “Make sure he is the one to 

make it, and not you. It will be...” She made a show of hesitating. “Life changing, to say the least.”  

The king and queen nodded. Delph gave a protesting squirm, and Akari handed him back to his mother.   

“Can you give us any other details?” King Edoran asked tensely as Akari got to her feet. “Anything we can do to make 

his reign easier?”  

She shook her head. “The future is a delicate thing. To much information can hurt you more than it can help.”   
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The king nodded and helped his wife to her feet. “Your compensation will be sent to your residence shortly. We can’t 

afford to have it robbed on your way home.”   

She curtsied again, despite the queen’s soft protests, and the gatesman led her back out. As she walked back, Akari 

thought about the joy of seeing her mother healthy again, of never having to work unless she wanted to, of sharing time with 

Devlin without the stress of costumes and accents and the fact that no one else could see him.   

As she walked out the double doors, with Devlin at her back, she finally thought things were looking up.   

*** 

Prince Delph sat on his father’s throne, relishing the way the room looked from a new perspective. His mother was 

who-knows-where, his father--well, Delph didn’t have to worry about him anymore. He felt freer in that moment than he had 

in his entire life.   

Pressure pressure pressure. That’s all his childhood had been. Learn how to handle it, how to deal with it, how to 

apply it savor it use it--!   

Delph let out a long, calming breath, surveying the golden throne room once more. The tapestries were burning, but 

that was fine; Delph had never liked those anyway. Blood coated the floor, but the servants were making quick work of that, 

their faces full of terror and disgust.   

He watched as his father’s body was carried from the room, and he smiled to himself, wiping his sword on the leg of 

his pants.   

“Well,” he muttered. “That wasn’t such a hard decision after all.”  
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The Light Within 
By Josh Bhatt 

The soft wind brushed orange leaves through the empty road. With only dim street lamps illuminating the area, a man 

held a golden amulet in one hand. With his other arm, he cradled a basket containing a child. He kissed the baby’s forehead and 

laid her on the porch of the house. “I will be back for you,” he whispered as he fastened the amulet around his neck. The wind 

began to pick up. The letter attached to the basket was torn and blown into the distance. The only thing that remained was the 

date: November 30, 1930. The wind roared with an unnatural anger. Trees were bent and uprooted. Windows were shattered. 

Doors were torn from their hinges. Suddenly, there was silence. The man was gone.  

--- 

Dear Mother,         December 2nd, 1946   

Father has given up on everything: waking up, going to work, caring for me,  finding you. He used to 

believe you were taken. He now thinks you are dead. For  years the Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti newspaper 

article covering your  disappearance was taped to the wall of his room. Today I found it in the trash. 

He’s  stopped aiding Babushka with cooking for the family. I haven’t had your famous  borscht since you 

disappeared. I have hope that one day I will find you.               

Lyubov, Anastasia      

 

Though I did not know it at the time, that would be the last letter I would write to my mother.   

“Can I come in?” Babushka asked as she knocked on my door. I quickly hid the box of letters I had written under my 

bed and picked up a book from my desk. While flipping through the pages, I told her to come in.   

“Ana, there was only one piece of mail today. It’s for you, my dear. It’s probably your cousins wishing you a happy 

belated sixteenth birthday. I’ve made pirozhkis  for supper. Come down when you’re ready.”  

After she exited my room, I examined the letter. There was a return address but no name. I tore the envelope open, 

curious and excited. A folded sheet of paper with a peace sign imprinted on the front was revealed. After unfolding the paper, I 

read the note out loud.  

“Ms. Federov, I need your help. I have been investigating your mother’s disappearance for the past eight years. We had 

worked together for over a decade, and during that time we developed a very close friendship. Naturally, I was shocked by the 

mysteriousness of her vanishment. I knew she would never have left you and your father willingly. Solving this mystery 

became my purpose. I have finally located her, and I must say, the situation is bleak. I will discuss full details with you upon my 
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arrival. I trust you will keep this confidential. I understand this may be difficult, but Sasha…” The note slipped out of my hand. I 

hadn’t spoken my mother’s name in years.  

“Ana,” Babushka interrupted, “come down and eat.” I snapped out of my daze and quickly stuffed the peculiar letter 

into the hidden box under my bed.  

“Is father eating with us?” I asked with a sliver of hope. As expected, my aunt shook her head. No one spoke while we 

ate. The silence was broken by a banging sound coming from the front of the house. I made eye contact with Babushka, but she 

looked away. Assuming the noise was caused by my father finishing his bottle of vodka, we brushed off the commotion. 

However, the banging continued, getting louder and louder.   

“That’s enough!” my uncle yelled. “I’m sick of him wallowing in his sorrows. I’m going to talk to the poor wretched 

man.” He left the table. After a few minutes, he called my name. My uncle explained that there was a man at the door to see me. 

The banging was not caused by my father’s drunkenness but by persistent knocking on the front door. Recalling the hidden 

letter, I guessed that the writer, as promised, had arrived. I was filled with a mixture of fear and curiosity.  

His tall and broad stature did not match the beautiful golden amulet around his neck. Furthermore, his sharp eyes 

commanded authority; therefore, when he dismissed my uncle in order to speak with me alone, my uncle did not resist. Short 

of breath and slightly wheezing, he began to speak. “By now you have received my letter. My name is Kazimir and you need to 

make a choice. You can stay with your family, live with your drunken father, and never know what happened to your mother. 

Or you can come with me, search for your mother, and perhaps save her life.”   

I backed away. I shook my head. My mother was dead. I couldn’t save her. With my hands shaking, I told him, “Leave 

me alone. You’re crazy! I’m going to get my uncle.” I began to walk away from him.  

“Anastasia,” he called, “I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice. I’m sorry.”  His necklace ignited a 

faint reminiscence of my mother. Before I could further explore that memory, a force pulled me to the ground. My eyes began 

to close. Darkness.  

The next sound I heard was a terrible screech. It stopped for a few seconds, but returned louder than before. The man 

beside me groaned, “We walk from here.” I noticed that the car was stuck in mud. My memory started to come back to me. This 

man, who called himself Kazimir, had transported me against my will. Furthermore, he was forcing me to search for my 

mother, whom I hadn’t seen in eight years. Sweat dripped from my forehead as I exited the door he held open for me. A faded 

gravel road led to a lush forest. Beyond the trees a mysterious darkness consumed the daylight.  
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As we approached the forest, Kazimir commanded, “When you enter, wait for my signal. Close your eyes. Do not stop. 

Stay where you are when you emerge.” He led me towards the trees. Before entering the woods, with wide eyes, he looked at 

me and whispered, “Run.”  

I closed my eyes and sprinted forward, though I was afraid I might run into a tree. I heard shouts and loud clashes of 

metal. Struck with fear, I yelled out for Kazimir. No answer. My foot tripped on a tree root, and I could feel myself falling to the 

ground. I opened my eyes and saw the outlines of blackened trees. My knee smashed into the solid ground. I struggled to stand 

up.   

“Who dares enter the Kingdom of Czernobog!” a voice roared. In the distance, a soldier wielding a small dark blade 

wore full body armor. The closer he got, the more paralyzed I became. He lifted his blade. I could not move. He stood in front of 

me. I could not run. He brought the blade down. I could not escape. This was the end.  

All of a sudden, he fell to the ground. Kazimir was standing behind him, a bright sword in his hand. The sword almost 

produced light. “We have to move,” he told me, “it’s not safe here.” He turned around to continue, but I couldn’t go. My legs 

wouldn’t budge. “Let’s go, Ana! We don’t have time,” Kazimir cried. He picked me up and cradled my body in his arms. I closed 

my eyes.   

As he ran, Kazimir told me a story. “For years the Black God has plagued these lands. Before you were born, a young 

couple tried to take its  place at the throne. When Czernobog learned of this, the couple was captured. While imprisoned, they 

had a child. Knowing the important role this child would play in freeing the people from Czernobog, I aided in the child’s 

escape. I placed her in a basket and left her on a stranger’s doorstep. The mother of that home had always been curious about 

the child’s true parents. After several years, the mother began a search, but she dug too deep. Before Sasha could voice her 

concerns to her family, she too was captured.”   

I opened my eyes. “That can’t be true. My mother never cared to find my biological parents. You’re wr…” I stopped 

when I saw where we were. Raging fire was the only light in the land of blackness. Many rundown houses were in the distance, 

some ablaze. The only standing trees were dead and barren. A looming tower in the center cast a shadow over the whole 

kingdom.  

“That is the Palace of Czernobog where your mother is being held,” Kazimir stated.  

“And I’m supposed to just trust you?” I questioned.  

“If my intentions were dishonorable, I would have left you to die in the forest. Besides, there is no return alone. You 

will not survive the journey home. Your mother needs you, Anastasia. I cannot save your mother by myself. If you leave, we 

will both perish.”  
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The road was treacherous. With my knee still injured, I struggled not to trip on the rubble. There was a deafening 

silence as if the land were dead. All of a sudden, Kazimir stopped. He drew his blade, illuminating the darkness. We were about 

to pass an intersection when he signaled for me to halt. He removed the amulet from his neck and held it out for me to take. I 

whispered four simple words. “What are you doing?”  

Suddenly, soldiers flooded the road. Kazimir dropped the amulet. They held long blades that consumed the light of his 

sword. The shadows were too many to count. Kazimir shrieked, “Kholera,” the worst of Russian curses. He lifted his sword and 

attempted to fight, but it was in vain. There were too many of them. We were surrounded. I closed my eyes and accepted my 

fate. Death.  

I was blinded by light. The clashing of swords ceased. As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, Kazimir’s sword revealed 

itself as the source of illumination. The soldiers fell to the ground, and Kazimir limped towards me.   

Short of breath, he gasped, “I can no longer accompany you...my time...my time has come.” Kazimir retrieved the 

necklace from the ground and took a sharp inhale. “Take this….take your mother’s amulet...go to the palace...find 

her...save...her…” He exhaled.  

Paralyzed in shock, I knelt by Kazimir’s side for what felt like an eternity. Without him, I could not protect myself from 

the soldiers. I could not save my mother. If I were to continue, I would be killed. If I were to turn back, I would perish. The 

choice seemed very clear.  

As I fastened the amulet around my neck, a burst of strength overcame me. I held Kazimir’s sword of light and began 

to walk towards the tower. Though I did not notice it at the time, I was no longer limping. The silence of the land returned. 

After a few minutes, the light from the sword dimmed. I could hide in the darkness.   

My next encounter with a soldier occurred many hours into the journey. I noticed a shadow walking towards me, so I 

moved to the side of the road. He was at least twice my height and held a red dagger. His armor was black and rusted. Only his 

neck was exposed. I had an idea.  

As quietly as I could, I crept behind the soldier matching each of his footsteps. I slowly raised my blade. He was 

oblivious to my presence. I brought the side of the blade down on his neck with just enough force to knock him unconscious. It 

worked.  

The armor was extremely heavy on my weakened body. Kazimir’s sword barely fit in its sheath. It took all my strength 

to take one step forward. After a few steps, it began to get easier. I continued walking for hours. At one point, the road was 

ablaze. With no way around it, I was out of ideas.   
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“Hey, you!” a voice called from behind me. “Master has forbidden us from using that path. Prisoner transfer. What do 

you think you are doing?” He was accompanied by five other soldiers.  

I knew speaking would give me away. There was no way out. I was trapped between the fire and the soldiers. After 

taking a deep breath, I silently hoped that my armor was fireproof. I ran. Everywhere I stepped, the fire disappeared. I made it 

through with ease.   

When I turned around, the fire reappeared. The soldiers, completely stunned, decided to follow me. The fire did not 

part for them. They collapsed in the flames.   

The path intersected a road leading to the tower. I was about to enter the other road when dozens of soldiers passed 

by me. I could barely make out an elderly man in the center being restrained by two guards. Without thinking, I quietly joined 

the group.  

“Defying our master,” one of the soldiers chuckled, “he’ll be executed.”  

“Master doesn’t execute the really bad ones,” the one next to him argued. “Master tortures them until they beg for 

death.”  

“How would you know? We cannot enter Master’s palace. Have you been sneaking around? Shall I inform Master?”   

The arguing continued, but my mind wandered. How would I be able to get in the tower if soldiers weren’t allowed to 

enter? I had to get away from the group. I lagged behind until a path to the side opened up. No one noticed when I entered the 

dark sideroad.   

While waiting for the soldiers to get ahead of me, I examined Kazimir’s necklace. It had a gold pendant on the end with 

Russian text reading, “Ask and it will be given to you.”   

“Can I be invisible so I can enter the tower?” I whispered half-jokingly. Nothing happened. I waited about an hour 

before continuing on the road. As soon as I stepped out of the darkness, a soldier passed through. Noticing that I had forgotten 

to hide my necklace under the armor, I began to panic. The soldier would catch me.   

He walked right by me, though, as if he hadn’t seen me. Once he was out of sight, I walked towards the tower. Now I 

could see more than just its shadow. It was larger than anything I had ever seen; I could not locate the apex of the tower. The 

walls were made of ancient iron brick. A large wooden door in the center with torches on both sides seemed to be the only 

entrance. There was no handle on the door; it could not be opened from the outside.   

As if I were being guided by another person, my hand formed a fist and my arm raised. Somehow I unintentionally 

knocked on the door twice. Afraid of being seen, I readied myself to run. The door slowly opened before I could move. I turned 

around in horror, my sword ready to fight, but only an empty and black hallway faced me.  
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Cautiously putting one foot slightly in front of the other, I crept through the hallway.  With only a distant light ahead, a 

vast darkness surrounded me. I began to run in fear of the darkness. The light became closer and closer. I made it to the end of 

the hallway, and my location within the tower became very clear. I was in the dungeons.   

At least fifty cells with iron doors were on both sides of me. Each door had a name on the top. I searched for my 

mother’s name, Sasha, but could not find it. As I approached the end of the cells, I started losing hope. Those soldiers had said 

their master executed some prisoners. Perhaps they had already killed her, and all of this had been for nothing. Filled with 

despair, I solemnly whispered, “Please let me find my mother.”  

Suddenly, the name on one of the cells, Alexandra, faded away. The name Sasha appeared in its stead. I recalled my 

mother explaining that Sasha was another name for Alexandra. A lock clicked and the door swung open.   

Towards the back of the cell a woman limped forward. Her ragged clothes were stained with blood. Her hair, unkempt 

and long, still shone with beauty. She made eye contact with me. Her fearful eyes resembled a wounded animal’s. I removed 

my armor to reveal I was not a soldier. When she got closer to me, her lips curled into a smile. “My child.” Other than the slight 

strain in her voice, she sounded exactly how I remembered.   

“Mother,” was all I could say before bursting into tears. She embraced me, and I could feel how weak she was. I 

removed the amulet from my neck and handed it to her.  

“My necklace,” she beamed with joy. The fear in her eyes disappeared. In its place, there was strength. “This necklace 

is enchanted with powers of healing. How did you find it?”  

“Kazimir gave it to me before…” I paused and dropped my head. She put her arm on my  

shoulder. “It also made me invisible, opened a door for me, and helped me find you.”  

“So it was my dear Kazek who brought you to me. I knew my loyal companion would never give up.  As for the amulet, 

I have only experienced its healing powers, but it is possible that it has other hidden capabilities.” A faint sound came from the 

distance. “Nevertheless, we must leave before someone finds us. We can follow the path home.”  

“I have a better idea.” I held the necklace in my mother’s hand. “Take us h...”  

There was a loud boom. I shut my eyes and tightened my grip on my mother’s hand. Wind picked up and roared 

around us. I struggled to stand.   

“Daughter of Sasha Federov,” a sinister voice yelled, “you do not belong here!”   

I opened my eyes and saw a man covered in shiny blackened armor. Czernobog! He held a spear in one hand and a 

shield in the other. The man ran towards me with his spear raised. The wind became stronger. I fell on top of the stolen armor. 
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He was getting closer. I removed Kazimir’s sword from the sheath of the armor and attempted to stand, but the wind was too 

powerful. I aimed the sword at Czernobog leg, and I launched it.   

The wind ceased. He fell to the ground in agony. His spear rolled into the darkness. I pulled the sword out of his leg.  

“Do it,” he cackled. “Kill me and darken your soul.” He spread his arms.  

I raised my sword over his head and took a deep breath. I slowly lowered the blade. He choked on laughter. He was 

breathing sharp and heavy. When the blade almost touched his face, I turned it to the side and slammed it into his nose. He 

winced. I hit him again, this time with more force, and his eyes closed. His breathing returned to normal. I dragged his 

unconscious body and laid it inside my mother’s cell. The door locked as I closed it.  

My mother was standing in the corner smiling. “I could’ve helped, you know,” she laughed. She kissed my cheek.  

Holding her hand, I told her, “Let’s try this again.” I held her necklace and spoke, “Take us home.”  

--- 

My father filled his glass with water. I poured the remainder of my mother’s borscht into my bowl. We sat at the table 

where my mother placed napkins and silverware.  

As we ate dinner with the rest of my family, I had many questions for my mother. “What is going to happen to the rest 

of the prisoners?”  

“Czernobog’s minions followed him in fear,” she answered. “Now that they are free, they will release the prisoners, 

and peace will be restored.”  

“Did you ever find my biological parents?”   

“I’m afraid they were not as lucky as I. Czernobog killed them. I’m sorry.”  

I dropped my head. “There’s one thing I still don’t understand,” I told my mother after a moment of silence. “Why did I 

have to close my eyes in the woods?”  

She smiled and responded, “Where there is darkness, there is light within.” 
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Tomato Vampires 
By Abigail Celoria 

 
Peepaw had fallen asleep ages ago. I didn’t know what time it was—the only thing that’d signaled its passage was the 

light fading behind the curtains and the crickets that had just started chirping. I stayed up with them, my gaze fixated on the 

misty television screen before me. My thoughts had strayed long ago from the program playing onscreen. I wouldn’t have 

gotten much out of it, anyway—it was one of those pawn shop shows, the kind old people like to watch because antiques excite 

them for some reason. Maybe it’s because they’re antiques, too, and they like to think they’re worth as much as the dusty old 

junk these redneck hosts “rediscover.” Well, they’re not—I think anyone would agree that people make better relics. But I 

guess the misconception is inevitable when things stick around longer. Even if they get broken, they can’t die like we can.  

My gaze, no longer cloudy, shot back to my grandfather at the thought. Peepaw hadn’t stirred in a long time. I sprang 

from my place on the floor in front of his burgundy BarcaLounger and stuck my finger under his nose. Still breathing. Thank 

God. I let out a sigh that shook a little too much for my liking as I reeled my hand back in. Back into my left pocket—the empty 

one—until I felt it trembling, too. I seized the twitching palm with my other hand, hoping to quell my nerves, but the tension 

only seemed to encourage them. As did the noise. My grandfather’s snore combined with the antique show’s obnoxious jingle 

rose into a cacophony that wiped my mind blank of everything except a strong urge to flee. I ran out of the room, away from 

the piercing, ever-changing light of the television into the kitchen through the open double doors. I slid them shut behind me 

and, after a pause in which I waited for my heartbeat to quiet down, turned to greet the silence. 

It was dark, but not the unsettling kind. Rather, the darkness was peaceful, undisturbed by anything but the moonlight 

trickling in through the window over the sink. It was such an old-people feature to have in a house, that window. Its stained 

glass flowers have stood against rain and dust, steam and stove fires, rocks and garden hoses, bearing it all with grace. But the 

scratches were there—the moonlight settled into them as I approached. I traced one of them with my finger, just like I used to 

do when I was a kid. I couldn’t reach the window on my own then, but Mom was always there to hold me up… 

As if bitten, I yanked my hand away. Some uncomfortable feeling dried my throat as I pulled the window’s miniature 

curtain closed. The moonlight seemed to laugh at me from behind the translucent material. I laughed back, nervously. Must 

have been some leftover jitters from earlier. That was all. That was all, as I turned my back to the window. That was all, as I 

switched on the light over the stove. That was all, as I stuck my hand in my pocket—the not-empty one—and instinctually 

grasped the object within. The coolness so common to metal seeped through my skin and into my nerves, soothing the unease 

that was begging me to let it go. A calm blossomed the more I held it, the more I let myself recall the memories associated with 

the object in my pocket. I hadn’t acknowledged them in a while—I wasn’t able to, with Robert around. But he wasn’t there to 

shut them up. 
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A triumphant burst of adrenaline flooded my system as I withdrew the metal object from my right pocket. I unfurled 

my fingers slowly, carefully. And waiting underneath, sitting plainly on the palm of my hand, was my mother’s tin spice box. Its 

vintage floral print glittered in what little moonlight remained. It was enough to wipe away the signs of age until I looked for 

them—the outlines of a butterfly were barely visible through a dark splotch near the lid. The tears that welled up in my eyes 

concealed it again for a moment as I laughed a bittersweet laugh. Eddie Houston from Peepaw’s antique show would’ve loved 

this thing. 

 With a gentle prod from my thumb, the lid popped open. Minced basil, rosemary, oregano, and other ingredients I’d 

forgotten the name of filled the bottom third of the tin. My heart constricted at the sight—I was running low. But, with one 

whiff of their mild, semi-fresh aroma, nostalgia flooded my arteries. I hadn’t had Mom’s tomato-basil soup in a long time.  

 I set to work laying all the necessary ingredients out on the counter and, after filling Meemee’s largest cooking pot 

halfway with water, I began preparing the broth. The recipe, written in Mom’s scrawling handwriting, flashed before my eyes 

as I worked. The aroma of simmering tomatoes began to fill the kitchen, and with it memories of another life. I had grown so 

accustomed to it when I was younger that sometimes I couldn’t smell it at all. But it’d had five months to dissipate. Robert 

refused to make it for Julie and me; now our kitchen stunk of microwavable ramen, and my sister rarely came home from 

college. 

 Before I knew it, the soup was done. Well, almost. After adding three pinches of Mom’s special mix from the spice box, 

I gave the broth one last stir. The orangey-red liquid sighed contentedly as I turned the stove’s heat down a notch. Against the 

coolness of the moonlight and the pallidness of the stove light, the soup looked on fire. I ladled a bowl for myself, tucked the 

spice box and a spoon in my pocket and, backtracking to the living room, headed out to the front porch. 

 I settled into the wooden swing dangling from the overhang, clutching my bowl against my chest. The front yard 

stretched out before me like a frozen-over football field. It might as well have been—it had been the site of many Thanksgiving 

matches. Every afternoon before dinner, the whole family would assemble out on the lawn for a pick-up game to work up our 

appetites for the coming feast. It always started with us, the Prices, against Mom’s brother’s family, the Kensingtons. Meemee 

refereed while Peepaw cheered for the losing team from the porch. It was usually us—our cousins were bigger and faster than 

Julie and I, not to mention more numerous. But we didn’t care. We just loved the game, the laughter it caused, the thrill we felt 

when Peepaw cheered us on. If we had time after the first match, we’d mix up the teams. As per tradition, Meemee would 

appoint Mom and Uncle Tom as the team captains. Their picks varied year to year, except when it came to me—I always ended 

up with Mom. Uncle Tom once told me it was because, when I was younger, I would cry if she didn’t pick me. But it continued 

past my childhood, into my teens, until it became a part of the tradition too. Meemee’s always the referee. Tom’s team always 
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wins the first game. Jennifer always picks Finn. And she always made tomato-basil soup afterwards as an “appetizer” for the 

meal. Except this past Thanksgiving. Mom had died a month prior, and Robert refused to even attend the dinner. Julie and I 

made sandwiches and watched old, mind-numbing cartoons while he sat holed up in his room. 

 The sides of the bowl had cooled considerably during my reverie; I fished the spoon out of my pocket and took the 

first tentative taste of my soup. All at once, my tastebuds exploded with flavor. A smile wider than any I’d mustered these past 

five months spread across my face as I slurped up another spoonful. It was still so familiar. Its earthy smell flitted up past my 

nostrils, mingling with the moonlight to conjure a vision—a vision of my mom’s smiling face. I smiled too, a watery smile that 

filled my eyes with bittersweet tears as I savored her and her soup. 

 The darkness settled over the field suddenly split apart as a light appeared around the trees. It sliced through the 

moonlight like a hot knife, reducing my vision to dew and dust. I started, jumped to my feet, searched the violated sky, but my 

mom’s face was gone. My gaze snapped back to the light just as it rounded the corner. It caught in my tears, momentarily 

blinding me, but the whining, sputtering sound of an engine long past its prime was enough to confirm my suspicion. Tucking 

my bowl in the crook of one arm, I wiped the water out of my eyes with my free hand and planted myself in the center of the 

porch. The pillars supporting the overhang framed me in what I imagined to be defiant, dignified glory as I stared down the 

truck lumbering closer. It rolled into a parked position halfway up the driveway and idled for a few moments before the driver 

finally decided to face me. He kicked open the driver’s-side door, hopped out, and slammed it closed. With his face turned 

away from the moonlight, it was impossible to tell if he was exasperated or angry, but the intensity of his strides suggested a 

mixture of both.  

 “I thought you were going to be back by nine, Finn,” Robert shouted to me as he approached the porch. 

 “Well, almost four hours have passed since then, and I’m still here, so I think it’s safe to assume that I decided to stay 

over. You could’ve called…” 

 “Why? To ask if you were disobeying me?” he retorted as he mounted the steps. “I thought—and correct me if I’m 

wrong—I thought I specifically told you to be back home by nine tonight instead of evading my instructions like usual by 

hiding out at your grandparents’. Every weekend for the past few months you’ve used this ploy to bend the rules, and I’m fed 

up with it. If they weren’t already broken from all the stretching, they definitely are now.”  

 Robert suddenly broke off and took a deep breath, no doubt trying to rein in the anger that was turning his face pink. 

Before he was able to resume, however, I giggled. Robert stiffened. “I just—sorry. Are you serious?”  

 He exploded. “Are you serious? Finnegan Price, did I or did I not tell you, before you left this morning, to be home by 

nine tonight?” 
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 “You did...” 

 “It is now”—Robert thrust his watch up to the moonlight to check the time—“12:28! And where are you?” 

 The bowl tucked in my left arm grew increasingly warmer as I boiled around it. “Meemee and Peepaw’s.” 

 “Then what is it you don’t understand?” 

 “I don’t understand why you suddenly have a problem with me staying at my grandparents’! There’re a lot worse 

things I could be doing with my Saturdays!”  

 “That’s not the point! The point is I told you to come home tonight…” 

 “Why? So you can have someone to be miserable with? Or maybe just someone you can make even more miserable 

than you are, so you feel better off by comparison?” 

 I was trembling—it was all out now. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, invigorating me, spurring me on. Robert 

stared at me, dumbfounded; I smirked, daring him to fight back. But he didn’t. The fiery light in his eyes diminished as the 

silence, echoing with the words I’d just spat at my dad, lengthened. Guilt coursed through me like an aftershock. But just as I 

considered taking it all back, Robert’s drooping gaze fell upon the bowl still tucked in my arm. He yanked it out of my grasp  

before I had time to react and examined its contents. His face went white, then flushed a color that reminded me of the soup he 

was staring at. His gaze suddenly snapped back up, boring into mine. 

 “I thought I had a rule about this, too,” he murmured. “Apparently, we need to go back through them.” 

 “I was just…” 

 “Just what, Finn?” he bellowed. His eyes had regained their fire. “We don’t need reminders! Stop being such a coward 

and move on already…!” 

 “I could say the same to you!” I screamed, my voice shaking with rage. Then, without thinking, I shoved him. He 

stumbled back, almost falling down the porch steps, but steadied himself by reaching out for one of the pillars. Still, he wasn’t 

fast enough to keep what soup was left in the bowl from spilling down his front. He yelled out in pain—it was still hot—and 

outrage as it soaked through his jacket. He flung off his coat, but the soup had already run through it onto his shirt. The stain 

kept spreading, red as blood in the darkness, as if I’d just shot him in the chest. Robert wiped at it once, twice with his ruined 

jacket, but only rubbed it further into the fabric. With a frustrated growl, he threw it down onto the porch, then his gaze 

travelled over to me. I tensed, ready to be yelled at, but instead the front door swung open and Meemee stormed out onto the 

porch. Her disapproving glance froze us as she closed it gently behind her. 

 “Shh!” she hissed. “Henry’s sleeping.” 
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 “Sorry, Meemee,” I muttered. She nodded her forgiveness, then turned to Robert, who bowed his head like a kid in 

time-out. 

 “Has it been that long that you’ve forgotten how to talk to me, Robert?” 

 He cleared his throat awkwardly and dared a second of eye contact. “I wouldn’t say that.” 

 “How’ve you been?” 

 “Good.” He paused. “And you?” 

 “As good as I can be. It’s hard sometimes, but I can always count on the weekends to bring back a little bit of joy.” 

Meemee gave me a quick squeeze, a gesture I returned with a shaky smile. Robert cleared his throat again. “Do you need some 

water, dear? Or...maybe a new shirt?” 

 The shadows of the porch were not deep enough to conceal his blush as he croaked, “Oh, no, I’m fine. We’re about to 

head home anyways. I’ll just wait out here while Finn gathers his things…” 

 Meemee’s polite smile took on a curtness so subtle that even I barely noticed it. “Ah. I thought it was an odd hour for a 

visit.” 

 “I’m sorry to inconvenience you, Wilma. I probably should have called ahead…” 

 “Oh, don’t worry about it—I’ve stopped expecting you to call.” Before he had time to absorb her insult, she snatched 

the empty bowl from his hand and ushered me inside, saying, “Come on, Finn. Let’s get your stuff together.” 

. . . 

 After spending much longer than was necessary gathering my things, we finally emerged from the house. Robert’s 

head shot up at the creak of the hinge; he jumped off the porch swing and ran to my side before both my feet were out the 

door. Without so much as a glance in his direction, Meemee held her arms out to me, and, tossing my bag aside, I fell into them. 

Our embrace lasted for hours, days, years, until Robert cleared his throat for the third time that night. A pang shot through my 

heart as I reluctantly pulled away and met my grandmother’s tear-brimmed eyes for what seemed to be the last time. She 

flashed a cheerful smile at me, though her lips trembled, and said, “Goodbye, dearie.” 

 “Bye,” I whispered as Robert took my shoulder. I picked up my bag and hugged it to my chest as he steered me toward 

the truck. His hand burned through my shirt, forcing me to comply when all I wanted to do was run back to the porch, to the 

house, to my grandparents. To the soup that was no doubt still simmering on the stove. But I couldn’t. He held me in place.  

 Robert steered me around to the passenger’s side of the truck and directed me into the seat. I subconsciously gripped 

the door handle as he circled around to the driver’s seat, watching me through the windshield and even as he got into the car. 



85 
 

 
 

Not until after he had locked the doors did he look away. My heart lurched as we began down the driveway, away from 

Meemee and Peepaw’s house—the house my mom had grown up in. 

 Right as we rounded the curve, a realization struck me. “Wait! I left my bike.” 

 “I’ll come back for it later,” Robert replied brusquely. My stomach sank as we turned onto the main road—he was my 

only mode of transportation now. I hugged my duffle bag tighter to my chest and turned towards the window. The leafless 

trees waved sadly as we sped past. 

 We arrived home after a half hour that felt like six. The truck trembled in the driveway as Robert waited for the garage 

door to open, but I wasn’t as patient—I sprang out with my bag as soon as it began to rise. An incredulous exclamation carried 

through the windshield as I threw myself through the narrow opening and stumbled up onto my feet inside the empty garage. 

In four strides, I bounded through the door leading into the house and started toward my room. The whole house was dark, 

but just enough light shone through the windows to light my way. A quiet such as I had never witnessed before mingled with 

the shadows I ran through; so palpable was it that the squeak of my tennis shoes on the dull hardwood floor somehow seemed 

disrespectful. I reduced my frantic pace to a skulk. For the first time since Mom’s death, the house didn’t loom over me like a 

friend I was feuding with. It was silent now, subdued, barely exerting the effort to sigh when the wind roared against it. In the 

dim light distorted by the curtains, I could hardly believe it was still occupied, even though I was one of the people occupying 

it. All that was left was a shadow of what once was. 

 The sharp squeak of a distant door hinge drew me out of my trance. Starting, I bounded around the corner, up the 

stairwell, and, after taking a sharp right on carpet so worn I almost skidded into the wall, into my room. The footsteps 

thundering up the stairs after me faltered when I slammed my door shut and locked it. Nevertheless, a few seconds later, the 

handle jiggled once, twice. “Finn?” came Robert’s grating voice. He tried the handle again, and after loitering for a few more 

seconds, defeated footfalls finally drifted back down the hallway. I waited for the sound to fade away before letting out a 

frustrated sigh and flinging myself onto my bed. The spice box slid to the lip of my pocket; I went to stuff it back in, but habit 

pulled it out instead. I held it up over my head, running my thumb-tip against the bumpy paisley print. The faded reds and 

yellows and indigos still seemed bright in comparison to the beige ceiling overhead. 

 The longer I stared at it, the blurrier it grew, until my eyelids obscured it altogether. As they slid closed, I vaguely 

sensed my grip relax around the tin. The coolness sitting snuggly in my palm began to slide downward—with a jolt, I caught 

the box right before it fell out of my hand. A brief image of scattered spices flashed in my mind as I set it firmly on my 

nightstand. After staring at it for a few seconds to confirm its immobility, I reluctantly pulled myself upright, slipped into the 

pajamas still carelessly strewn over the foot of my bed, lobbed the day’s clothes into the corner by my dresser, and began 
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untangling the sheets, at which point I considered risking a trip to the bathroom to brush my teeth. My breath tasted stale. But 

it wasn’t the musty taste usually associated with a long, mint-lacking day. Notes of tomato and basil danced ghostly steps on 

my tastebuds. The more I concentrated on it, the more the flavor intensified. An unexpected smile bloomed on my face as I 

curled up under the covers. No, I doubted I would be brushing my teeth anytime soon. My grin never budged despite the 

multiple yawns that assailed it as the moonlight grew dimmer behind my eyelids... 

. . . 

 I jolted awake just as a sharp noise began to fade. Flinging myself upright and out of the sheets tangled around me, I 

scanned the room frantically, subconsciously raising my fists, but found myself facing nothing but dancing spots. I rubbed at 

my eyes until the gray, grainy film faded away and revealed a startling sight. Light cascaded through my window as if the 

blinds didn’t exist. Everything it touched glowed with a resurrected pride that shone through dust and permanent shadow. 

Even the nooks and crannies that seemed untouchable embraced the light as if it was a familiar friend. This room could not be 

mine—for the past few months, I had only seen it in the darkness of early morning and late afternoon. I’d forgotten what the 

house looked like in sunlight, that sunlight even wanted to enter it. I never did. How could the sun bear to shine on such a 

tarnished place? 

 With a sigh, I fell back against my pillow and reached for the nightstand. My hand settled over where the spice box 

should have been, but the coolness never came. Frowning, I patted down the tabletop, my fingers spread out like blind search-

dogs, yet still felt nothing but polished wood. My heart lurched; I jumped out of bed and examined every inch of the nightstand. 

The box was not there. I crouched down and crawled around, scanning the floor for the dull sheen of tin, the faded burst of 

paisley. It was not there either. I stood, blinked. And then I remembered the noise that woke me. I whipped around. My 

bedroom door hung open a crack. 

 I thundered down the stairs, the scowl contorting my face now as deep-set as the lines impressed by the sheets on my 

skin. Even from the living room, I could hear the hum of the microwave. He was definitely awake. And he was definitely guilty. 

My steps turned into strides as I approached the kitchen. 

 “Where is it!” I roared as I rounded the corner. Robert whipped around, his weaselly eyes widening. He opened his 

mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. I didn’t let him speak. “Don’t even try to deny it! You are the only other person in 

this house...” 

 “Wait, wait—deny what? You come in here screaming bloody murder and expect me to know what you’re talking 

about...” 

 “But you do know, Robert! My door was locked last night, but when I wake up it’s suddenly ajar, and...” 
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 “Are you really accusing me of breaking into your room? How am I supposed to have done that? Maybe you woke up 

in the middle of the night but forgot...” 

 “Stop pretending! It doesn’t matter how you got in—picked the lock, used the bedroom key—but you did! And you 

took it!” I fought to keep my chin from trembling as I spat, “You took Mom’s spice box.” 

 He didn’t speak for a moment, didn’t move. A triumphant glint glittered in his eyes as he stood there placidly, 

watching me fume. His hands both drifted into his pockets, but one moved around more than the other, forming a tight fist 

around something. I scoffed right as he opened his mouth; the reply died out in his throat. “A pocket’s not a very good hiding 

spot.” I held out my palm—it itched for the tin’s coolness. 

 A shadow flashed across Robert’s face. It dropped into the room, filling the space, suffocating the sunlight peeping 

through the blinds. “This isn’t a game, Finn,” he sighed. “You’re not getting it back.” 

 “Yes, I am.” 

 “No. I’ve let you keep it long enough.” 

 “Let me? When it doesn’t belong to you?” 

 “It doesn’t belong to you either! But even if it did, as your father I’m allowed to make those calls!” 

 “Sometimes I forget you’re supposed to be my father,” I mumbled. Silence settled over us for a moment as shock and 

hurt collided in his eyes, eyes just like mine, with glistening hazel streaks running through dull, dark brown that lit up at even 

the hint of a smile. But he was frowning now, drawing his eyebrows down so that the hazel was hidden in shadow. I licked my 

suddenly dry lips. 

 “I’ve tried my best to be forgiving these past few months,” he began, quietly. “I understood your desire to hole yourself 

up, even to lash out. I left you alone. Now I see that was a mistake. You’ve lost all sense of respect. You’ve become this...this...”—

he suddenly pulled the spice box out of his pocket, gesturing to it contemptuously—“tomato vampire! Living off the past! And 

for what? You can’t bring her back! She’s gone, Finn! Jennifer is gone!” His tensed arms went limp; the violet tint drained from 

his face. The tin clung to the edge of his loosened fingers. “Remembering is pointless. It only reopens the wound.”  

 “No,” I whispered. “No. It’s not pointless.” 

 With a sigh, he re-pocketed the spice box and trudged toward the doorway behind me. “It is for me, Finn. I’m done 

with this conversation...” 

 “No, you’re not!” I grabbed his shoulder as he passed, turning him back around. Scowling, he shrugged my hand off, 

but I pulled him back again. “You’ve been avoiding this conversation for too long, and now that I know why, I won’t let you 

drop it.” 
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 “You will let me drop it. I’m your father...” 

 “And I’m your son! Shouldn’t you want to talk with me? Especially about someone we both loved?” 

 “We can talk about other things—I don’t see the point of bringing up something we’ve put behind us.” 

 “But we haven’t put it behind us. You pretend we have, but we haven’t. How can we if we won’t address the pain? It 

just festers otherwise. It festers until we can’t resist it anymore, and we break.” Robert dropped his eyes, blinking rapidly, but I 

kept my watery gaze fixed on him. Words rushed out of my mouth like the rainstorm that ended a drought. “That’s why 

remembering isn’t pointless. A part of what we lost stays with us in memories. They do hurt initially—the loss is new, and we 

need time to adjust to the empty space left in our lives—but over time the past becomes enough to fill that void. Remembering 

brings joy because the person we lost is still there, preserved perfectly as they were in life until we die too, and get to see them 

again. The pain may never go away completely, but it doesn’t mean you’re weak—it just means you loved something. Someone. 

And if anything’s worth remembering, it’s love.” 

 The shadows stuck around the kitchen like wallpaper slowly peeled away as sunlight returned to peer through the 

blinds, curious. A few tears stole down Robert’s stony cheeks. His teeth were clamped, trying to hold back a sob, but when his 

eyes met mine again, it burst out. Something hardened against him broke open within me as, for the first time in my life, my 

dad cried in front of me. Without thinking, I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around him. He fell into the embrace, 

sobbing quietly onto my shoulder. 

 “I’m sorry, Finn,” he managed after a while. “I’m sorry.” 

 “I know. I…I am, too.” 

 He squeezed me tighter, sobbed louder. “I just wanted to escape the pain, but the more I tried to forget her, the more I 

thought about her—still think about her. It’s been miserable; I don’t know why I kept with it for so long. I guess I was hoping 

that, one day, I’d wake up and not immediately roll over to greet her, that I wouldn’t think to call her during my lunch break, 

that I wouldn’t see her in every inch of this house.” 

 I swallowed the sadness catching in my throat. “You loved her.” 

 “So did you.” He detached himself from me, setting both hands on my shoulders to look me in the eye. Through the 

redness, through the opalescent tears, through the regret and pain, there was pride. “But you didn’t forget it, like I did. You’ve 

been very brave, son.” 

 “Thank you…Dad,” I croaked, my lower lip trembling as I tried a smile. Robert smiled back sadly, then reached into his 

pocket, and fished out the spice box. 

 “Do you think you could make me some?” 
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A Night to Remember 
By Haoran Deng 

 
I walked up to the front door of Henry’s house with two joints in my pocket, following the concrete path that branched 

off from the driveway. It was already getting dark outside, even though it was still pretty early, since the sky had been overcast 

for the entire day. From the top of the hill that the house was on, I could see that dark and gray clouds were hanging over all of 

the houses in Henry’s neighborhood. For some reason, it made me kind of sad.  

I was going to a party that Henry decided to have at his house out of the blue, since I wanted to get out and have some 

social interaction. For some reason, a lot of things have been making me sad recently, like the clouds, but I didn’t know what 

exactly caused me to feel that way. It could have been anything, from everything in my life to everything in the world, but I felt 

vaguely dissatisfied, like I wanted to go somewhere.  

Standing on Henry’s front doorstep, though, I started to feel like I should have stayed home. For some reason, I always 

thought that Henry was kind of annoying, and on top of that, I noticed that Gabe’s car wasn’t in the driveway as I was walking 

up. He was the only real friend who I knew would be at the party. Everybody else was just an acquaintance.  

Suddenly, my imagination started to run wild and I saw an image of myself at the party sitting alone on a dirty brown 

couch, not talking to anyone. If Gabe didn’t show up, I would have to talk to new people, and I was always so awkward when I 

did that. All I would do is annoy everyone. I really wanted to turn around and go back home.  

 I took a deep breath to clear my mind. I knew that the image I saw in my head wouldn’t be true. I was a very likable 

person when people got to know me, and I could be very funny, too. In order to psych myself up, I closed my eyes and lifted the 

right corner of my mouth into big smirk and pictured myself walking into the party like I was a comedian walking on stage. I 

waved to a theater full of people clapping, grabbed the mic stand and coolly tilted it in a small circle, waiting confidently, 

knowing that I had something funny to say. Indulging in this fantasy, I smiled. With the roar of the applause still in my head, I 

rang the doorbell.  

Soon, I heard Henry’s heavy footsteps thumping towards me. The door opened and there was Henry, wearing a neon 

blue dress shirt with khaki pants and a brown leather belt. His brown hair was combed up and to the side, and from the matted 

glistening of his locks I could tell that he had used a lot of product. 

“Ayy, what’s up Jackson?” He said, holding up his hand for me to shake. I did a slide handshake as smoothly as 

possible.  

“Hey, you’re looking fresh,” I told him. Really, though, his outfit just hurt my eyes, especially coming in from the dull 

gray outside.  
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“Oh, yeah?” He said, like he didn’t notice, looking himself up and down. “Oh, this is just something that I threw 

together for the party, y’know? Gotta play the role of the host.” 

“Sure.” Henry was always trying to present himself as something that he wasn’t, but for now I just played along. “Oh, 

yeah, I heard you had something special for us today?” 

Henry smiled. “Oh, it’s nothing big. Just something to bring us together, y’know?” He winked at me. “That’s really all 

that I do this for. I love bringing people together.”  

“Yeah man, I hear you,” I said, humoring him. I didn’t know what Henry meant by “all that I do this for,” though, since I 

didn’t think he was doing much at all. Henry’s parties were considered very third rate.  

Henry turned and gestured for me to follow. I went with him. As we were walking to the staircase, Henry’s mom exited 

from one of the rooms. She gave me a weak suburban smile and wave, and I waved back, as I continued to walk up the stairs 

with Henry.  

“Hey, are your parents still here?” I asked Henry from behind him.  

“Oh them?” He waved dismissively. “Yeah, but don’t worry about it, they won’t bother us. We’ll be in the rec room on 

the third floor.”  

As we walked up the long staircase, things got awkward quickly and both of us fell silent. In order to cover some of it 

up, Henry started to do a small jerky dance, swaying his fists left and right, like he was listening to a song that only he could 

hear. The entire persona that he put on was annoying. I knew that his self perception was false. It didn’t even take any skill to 

throw a party with huge house and rich parents. I could have done the same if I was in his situation.  

As we came out of the stairwell on the third floor, Henry pointed me towards the rec room, while he went over to the 

right and stood in front of the bathroom, looking into the mirror and combing his hair back with his hands. He cared too much 

about what people thought about him.  

I walked into the rec room and there were five other people there. To the right of me in the center of the room, Ava 

and Marcel were sprawled on a dark leather sofa, with Ava wrapped in Marcel’s arms to fully display that they were a couple. 

Ava’s friend, who I knew was named Lillian, also sat on the couch. She was sitting with her back hunched forward, and looking 

kind of bored. To the left there was a pool table, and around it stood two sophomores that Henry knew, Mark and Tony. When I 

came in they were laughing their heads off about some joke I didn’t hear. Marcel and Ava waved to me when they saw me 

come in, and the two sophomores and Lillian all gave me a nod of acknowledgement.  

Henry suddenly came in from behind and patted me hard on the back, which made me jump a little. I glared at him as 

he then closed the door to the rec room, and made his way to the center of the room. 
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“Alright,” Henry said, using his announcer voice. “How about we commence with our festivities? Ava, if you please.”  

Ava stood up and took out of her bag a six pack of Four Loko and a stack of red solo cups, walking over and placing it 

on the pool table, next to a handful of juul pods.  

“Jackson, you’ve got what I asked you to bring too, right?” Henry said. 

My mood instantly perked up. Now was the time to make my impression, especially on those two sophomores. I pulled 

the two joints out of my pocket along with my lighter and held them up. 

“Yeah. How about we smoke them now? As an ice breaker.” 

I got a bit of a rush just imagining how everything was about to play out. I saw in my head all of us sitting in a circle, 

the sophomores going wide eyed as someone passed the joint to them for the first time. I imagined everyone laughing at a joke 

that I told, or explaining the differences to the sophomores between Sativa and Indica, and their look of quiet respect. 

“Oh, good idea Jackson,” Said Henry, “but we can’t smoke in here. The smell would get all over the carpet.”  

“Oh,” I said. “That’s fine. We can just go outside.” 

“Yeah, I guess we could,” Henry explained, “but my parents are home right now, and they might see all of us coming 

downstairs.” Henry waved his hand around in the air. “You know the deal. We can just wait until a little bit later in the night, 

when they go to bed.” 

My dream disappeared into thin air.  

 “Besides, I’ve got something else for us.” Henry took from his right pocket a small square sheet of paper. 

The sophomores looked at Henry wide-eyed.  

“Woah, is that acid?” Said either Mark, or Tony. I never got to learn which one was which. 

“Yes indeed,” Henry said, smiling, relishing the attention. “You take one of the tabs and hold it under your tongue for 

an hour, and the trip lasts up to twelve hours.”  

The two sophomores’ jaws dropped and one of them whispered a low  “Yo…” 

They were idiots.  

“We can try it after we drink the Four Lokos,” he said. 

Henry promptly walked over to Lillian and started hitting on her.  

I realized that everyone had already fallen into their own little groups, the sophomores together, Marcel and Ava, and 

Henry and Lillian. Only I was alone. For just a moment, I could feel that there was something vaguely wrong with me. 

Everybody in their little groups was silently judging me, and I knew it. But what were they judging me about? Was it my hair? 

My shirt? Did I say something to make people not like me? No, I thought, I didn’t even say anything. Then maybe it was 
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something more profound. I got a feeling of extreme danger, like I had just stopped myself from walking off of the edge of a 

cliff. No. Nothing was wrong. It was Henry’s fault. He stole my thunder, and those sophomores were too stupid to see how 

much of a fake Henry was. Quickly snapping myself out of it, I put the joints back in my pocket and poured myself a cup of Four 

Loko. I needed to talk to someone to get out of my mood, at least until Gabe got here, but I had quickly lost my appetite for a 

conversation with anyone at the party. Picking my poison, I sat down on the side of Marcel and Ava on the armrest of the sofa.  

They were making small talk about something dumb. I thought about how you always had to make dumb small talk 

when you talked to girls.  

“Did you know,” asked Marcel, “About this thing called breath-itarianism?”  

“No… what’s that?” Said Ava, ticking her voice upwards, acting like she was really interested in what Marcel was 

saying. 

“There’s these people who believe that they can survive off of only breathing air and not eating or drinking anything. I 

read the Wikipedia article on it, and there’s a really funny line. Here, read this.” 

He pulled out his phone and showed Ava the article. 

Ava began to read, “It is an established fact that humans require food and water to survive.” 

Immediately Marcel and Ava both broke out into loud laughter. 

“Can you believe that they had to write it out?” Marcel said, between a laugh. “It’s like, oh, thanks, I wasn’t sure 

before!” 

I felt like I was at a dinner party with my family, where everybody had to do a fake party laugh at every unfunny thing 

that everyone said. I put on a smile and downed some of my Four Loko.  

“Hey, lovebirds,” I finally broke in, after their laughter died down. 

Ava turned to me while Marcel just smiled and nodded while continuing to look down at his phone.  

“Hey, Jackson. How are you?” Ava asked.  

I felt like I couldn’t say the real answer. “Oh, y’know, same old. Sometimes, I just feel like I do the same thing over and 

over again.” 

Ava stuck out her bottom lip and nodded in a sign of mild agreement. For some reason her reaction made me feel like I 

sounded kind of stupid, and that I needed to explain myself further. 

“I mean, for example. Yesterday morning when I walked into school, I just felt like I had come into those halls and 

went through the same routine thousands of times. And I felt kind of tired of it. Do you know what I mean?”  

Ava nodded. “Yeah, I know what you’re talking about.”  
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But for some reason I felt like she didn’t get it. There was a type of cold loneliness to it, when the halls were nearly 

empty early in the morning, so empty that you could hear people’s footsteps echo. I saw myself walking past a few 

underclassmen and juniors who I didn’t recognize, all in little clumps and laughing and talking about something, while I was 

alone. Soon, I would be gone, and they wouldn’t see me again, and I wouldn’t see them again either. 

What was wrong with me? I didn’t know why I suddenly felt like I needed to pour myself out like this. She’s not a 

therapist, I told myself. I should have just said that I was good and gotten on with it.  

“Well, I guess that’s just a part of senioritis.” I tried to laugh it off, doing my best party laugh. It never sounded 

convincing when I did it, but Ava laughed along with me.  

After a short pause Ava started again. “Oh, Jackson, wasn’t Gabe supposed to be here too?”  

Marcel suddenly raised his head in interest, looking up from his phone. “Oh yeah, Gabe! When’s he going to get here?”  

That made me mad. What was so good about Gabe anyways? What was it about him that I didn’t have? No, I reminded 

myself again that there was nothing wrong with me. People like Ava and Marcel were shallow. They only knew how to tell 

jokes and make small talk. They wouldn’t even be able to appreciate the relationship that Gabe and I had. But where was Gabe?  

  “I don’t know.” I pulled out my phone and pretended to check my messages. “He told me that he was going to be here 

earlier today, but I haven’t heard from him since.”   

“Gabe is so funny. Do you remember that one joke that he told?” Marcel asked.  

“Which one?” Ava said.  

“The one about the stick.” 

After a short pause both of them broke out into loud laughter once again. For a second I felt like I wanted to yell at 

both of them, but instead I put on my best smile, and downed the rest of my Four Loko.  

 As the night wore on, I kept checking my phone to see if Gabe had texted me. A couple hours passed and there was 

nothing. I couldn’t focus on a conversation and my attention cycled between glancing at the door of the rec room to see if Gabe 

would barge in and imagining over and over in my head how Gabe had betrayed me. I imagined him sitting at a booth with his 

other friends at a fast food restaurant, bringing up that he was supposed to be at a party with me. In response to this, everyone 

at the table would throw back their heads and laugh, like it was ridiculous that anyone would even consider coming to a party 

with me. I imagined confronting him about his betrayal later on, and him lying straight to my face and saying that he had 

forgotten. Suddenly, a bit of sickly sweet watermelon flavored stomach acid welled up in the back of my throat. I swallowed it 

down. I drank a little more than I could handle.  
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Another sharp and snorty laugh came from the direction of the pool table. This time, either Mark or Tony had 

stumbled a little bit and caught himself on the pool table. I don’t know why, but I started to feel that every time the 

sophomores laughed, they were actually laughing at me.  

“Bruh, are you drunk?” Asked one of the sophomores.  

“Yeah, I think I am. I feel like I’m really happy,” replied the one who fell.  

“Really?” The other one asked. “I’m not even feeling anything.” 

“That’s because you’ve drunk like half a drop. Stop being such a beta,” said the one who fell. 

The other sophomore looked annoyed, and then said “Chill. Look.”  

He then poured another quarter cup of Four Loko and downed it.  

The sophomores probably thought that there was something wrong with me. I had barely talked for the entire night. 

But no. I reassured myself again that they were the ones who were in the wrong. Their friendships were were shallow and 

meaningless. I didn’t want friends who called me bruh and egged me on to drink Four Loko. I wanted something more. But 

why didn’t anyone understand? I suddenly felt an incredibly strong yearning, almost a romantic one, for somebody who I 

would be able to share that form of intimacy with. I saw in my head an idealized version of Gabe and I talking in the corner, 

having a profound and genuine conversation, full of laughter and real intimacy. I imagined everybody gravitating towards us 

after realizing how cool and funny I could be. I needed to show that side of me now, to show that there was nothing wrong 

with me.  

I looked over to the rec room door. There was still no sign of Gabe. 

Suddenly, Henry walked by me again from the pool table, with another cup of Four Loko in his hand. He patted me 

hard on the shoulder, and mouthed “wish me luck” as he walked towards Lillian. I wished that at that moment I had grabbed 

his hand and thrown it off of my shoulder. There was nothing wrong with me. This was his fault. Henry only had these parties 

to mooch off of other people’s alcohol and make himself feel better. He had drunk more of Ava’s Four Loko than any one of us.   

Henry tried to hit on Lillian again. 

“Hey,” he said, leaning on the wall next to Lillian, “so, what do you think of the party so far?”  

Lillian shrugged. “To be honest, it kinda sucks. For one, there’s only like seven people here.”  

Henry’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “Oh yeah,” Henry said “believe me, I’ve been to bigger parties too. I was at 

Jason’s last month. Now that one was crazy. Not to brag or anything, but I’ve been to a lot of parties.” 

 Lillian rolled her eyes. “The amount of people isn’t even them problem. To be honest, this party sucks because it’s so 
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awkward. Does anyone here even know each other? Why would you invite those two random sophomores and that other guy 

who never talks?”  

I clenched my fists and bit the inside of my lip. This was Henry’s fault. People like him only cared about things that 

were shallow and meaningless. He didn’t want friends, only cronies, like the sophomores, to make him look good. It was 

wrong; it was exploitation. He didn’t see them as human at all. My arms started to shake a bit out of anger. I wanted to punch 

him in the jaw.   

For a moment Henry was flustered.  

“Well… I guess we could pick things up. Tell you what.” Henry downed the rest of his Four Loko and pulled the sheet of 

paper from his pocket and held it up like a referee. “Alright ladies and gents,” he said with his announcer voice, “why don’t we 

get started on our main event for the evening?” 

The sophomores dropped their cups of Four Loko onto the pool table and came running over to Henry. 

“So how does this work?” Said either Mark or Tony. 

“Yeah, does the trip really last for twelve hours?” 

“What’s it like?” 

“Yeah, what’s it like?” 

Henry grinned and lifted his eyebrows at Lillian, who only rolled her eyes in response. 

“Well, it all depends on how much you take,” Henry explained. “With one tab, you’ll mostly just feel good, and you 

probably won’t see any tie-dye. But, if you do some more,” Henry smiled, “you’ll have a better time. For me, since I’ve had a lot 

of experience with acid, I can handle three tabs, and it usually gets me a pretty good trip .” 

Henry ripped off a tab and gave it to Lillian, who took it on her finger and put it under her tongue nonchalantly. 

The sophomores looked on at Henry expectantly. Everything about everyone here was selfish. They only cared about 

how they looked in front of other people. I wanted to see how quickly the sophomores would abandon Henry without his acid. 

I sized Henry up. He was bigger than me, but I could take him. The sophomores wouldn’t do a thing to help him. I could rip the 

sheet of acid out of Henry’s fingers and jam it all the way down his throat. I wanted to see what everyone thought of him then.  

“Well,” Henry said, after a pause, “there was also one thing that I forgot to mention,” he said. 

“What?” The sophomores said in unison.  

“Well,” Henry said, “as you all know, drugs don’t come cheap. And you know how much trouble that I go through to 

have these parties and how much I put on the line in order to do this kind of thing. So I’ll have to charge a fee. Think of it as an 
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investment in me.” 

 The sophomores looked at eachother.  

“Okay, how much?” 

“20 dollars per tab,” said Henry. “It’s well worth it for the trip.” 

The way that they saw the world was evil. Love, friends, parents, children, everything boiled down was just cost and 

benefit. I needed to put an end to all of it. I needed to show that I was right.  

The two sophomores exchanged looks.  

“How many should we get?” 

“Again, if you were a beginner, one tab would be enough. But maybe if you wanted to have a real trip, two or three.” 

“Dude, I’m not a beta. Give me two.” 

 “Yeah, same.”  

I wasn’t even mad at Henry or the sophomores anymore. I couldn’t care less about them. I was mad at all of the 

suffering and anger and loneliness in the world. Henry, sophomores, and the party had morphed into a dark, snarling monster 

that had haunted humanity since the dawn of time. I was mad at myself, my parents, and my teachers. I was mad every 

injustice, every exploitation, every condescending smile and every sentence of patronizing small talk, and every fake laugh that 

ever came out of a person’s mouth. I needed to put an end to all of it.  

Henry walked over to Marcel and Ava, holding out an open palm while showing the sheet of paper. 

Ava hesitated, but Marcel, smiling, nudged her to egg her on. Ava put on an uncomfortable smile and took eighty 

dollars out of her bag, to get two tabs for each of them.   

She did so as if she was a stranger to Marcel, like she was only obliging him to be polite. Wisely, I thought that we were 

all just strangers to each other, each and every one of us at the party. I downed the rest of my Four Loko. I was going to punch 

Henry in the jaw and watch him crumple to the ground. I was going to keep hitting him until his entire face was smeared red 

with blood.  

Henry then walked over to me.  

“Hey, Jackson, I’ve got something special for you, since you’re my homie, y’know? I’ll give you the special homie 

discount. $15 dollars per tab, just for you.” 

Dramatically, I stood up, from my seat on the couch my arms trembling slightly in anger. I cocked back my right fist a 

couple of degrees, preparing to bring it up and into his chin. 

Everybody at the party started at me.  
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My right arm gave out and dangled limply by my side.  

All of a sudden, I felt dizzy and my vision got dark, like I had stood up too fast. A wave of realization washed over me. I 

couldn’t hit Henry. This wasn’t who I was. The excitement of the party and everybody else had convinced me that I could be 

something that I was not. I remembered the stand-up comedian bit that I did outside of Henry’s house, the fantasy of smoking 

the joints with the sophomores, and the dream of Gabe and I having our intimate moment in the corner. I was just lying to 

myself. But who was I lying to please? It wasn’t myself. I had created such an unrealistic vision in my head that I didn’t even 

know who I was. Nobody here knew who I was either. Not Henry, not Ava, not Marcel, not the sophomores, and not Lillian. I 

didn’t know anyone else, not Henry, and not even Gabe. My heart started to pound. I realized that I was alone. Maybe that 

meant everybody was alone, everyone at the party, in the world, and in the universe. I heard myself repeat in my head a 

cryptic phrase:  

“You will always be alone, even when you are alone.” 

I knew that I needed to leave, but I didn’t know where I would go. I just needed to go somewhere, somewhere far 

away from here. 

 “What’s up?” Henry said, confused, after a pause.  

“...Henry,” I stammered. “Let’s go out and smoke the joints first. I’ll mellow us out as we’re waiting for the acid to kick 

in.” 

Henry grinned. “Oh, I almost forgot about them!” Henry patted me on the shoulder again. “Yeah, let’s go! Just don’t 

accidentally swallow the tabs,” he said to everyone else. 

“Wait,” I said, as he was moving to go. “Henry. There’s something else too. I want to break something. Do you have 

anything that we can smash?” 

Henry was besides himself. “Oh Jackson,” he said, “now this is why I invited you! Hold up.” 

Henry stepped out of the rec room and shortly came back with an old iPad with a cracked screen.  

“Nobody will miss this thing,” Henry said. 

I took the iPad out of Henry’s hand and walked downstairs and out the door. Dark clouds were blocking out the moon, 

and it was so dark that I could only see the black silhouettes of the houses and trees in Henry’s neighborhood. Just as I had 

stepped foot onto the asphalt of the street, I felt my phone start to vibrate. I took a look and saw that it was Gabe calling me.  

I decided to not pick up.  
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I continued to walk forward until I got underneath a nearby streetlight, and soon everybody else had followed me out 

and were standing in a circle around me. With the iPad clamped under my arm and a joint in my mouth, I struck the lighter a 

few times, trying to light the joint. 

“Did you guys know that different strains of weed can give you a different kind of high?” I asked, in order to start a 

conversation.  

A sudden thunderclap sounded out above me and soon the cone of light that we were standing under was filled with 

silver streaks of pouring rain. The joints, me, and everybody else were immediately drenched. For a moment, we all stood 

completely still. Everybody stared at me.  

I took hold of the iPad from under my arm and raised it high above my head, smashing it against the asphalt and 

making a hundred black shards fly into the air.  
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Terra Novus 
By Talia DeStasio 

 
Esther clutched the crumpled paper to her chest as she careened down the now-empty sidewalk, her lab coat 

billowing out behind her. As the night darkened, the air grew crisp and cold, and her breath came out in small, rapid puffs as 

she ran faster. Stealing a glance behind her, she caught a glimpse of the troupe of hovercrafts speeding after her, mounted by a 

group of LEO models, law enforcement androids, followed by two larger vehicles, equipped with heavy weaponry, ear-piercing 

sirens, and glaring lights.   

One of the LEO’s speakers crackled to life, and an expressionless voice projected out. “Stop. We are in close pursuance 

and you are vastly outnumbered. Surrender now.”  

As she sped by, Esther ducked her head as several curious citizens drowsily wandered to their doors, peering out at 

the commotion in the streets. Wondering if she could afford another look back at her pursuers, she noticed a fine, shimmering, 

purple dust billowing from the government vehicles, beginning to settle on the bystanders. As they breathed in the substance, 

they wavered and collapsed, their breathing slowing to a resting speed. Esther gasped and clenched the document tighter as 

she quickened her pace, her mind racing just as fast.  

“Wh-where am I even going?” she wondered, tears misting her eyes. “I can’t outrun the government, and even if I can, 

where will I go...wh-what will I do?”  

Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a blaring alarm as she realized she’d stepped over the boundary line that 

marked the furthest reaches of the residential district and the highly-regulated governmental area where the imports and 

exports of Eos occurred. At this time of night, transports had slowed, and only a few guards were milling about, but at this 

point, every eye was on Esther. But she had gotten this far, and there was no turning back. Her gaze hardening, she stuffed the 

paper in her pocket and focused on the pulsing, shimmering, honeycombed wall of The Bubble. Esther quickly slipped behind a 

storage building and peered around it. The mechs pursuing her had slowed their pursuit as the beams from their scanners 

lapped over the area, searching for her heat signature. She pulled up her sleeve to check her glowing timepiece.   

“Three minutes to midnight,” she whispered. “Just in time for the last craft out, which should be leaving from docking 

bay…” She hesitated, her eyes scanning above the tops of the buildings, looking for the lit-up sign that signaled which bay was 

in use. One sign remained illuminated. “4D. Perfect.”   

She quickly glanced over each shoulder, then locked her gaze on the rumbling hovercraft slowly approaching the gate. 

She took a deep breath...then ran. Pumping her arms as hard as she could, and keeping only her destination in sight, Esther 

heard the sounding of the sirens grow louder behind her.  
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Another police speaker crackled to life. “Stop in the name of the ever-sovereign government of Eos. Return the 

document immediately.” The voice of the mech this time sounded uncharacteristically urgent, but she pushed on, quickly 

closing in on the back of the craft. As she reached up to pull herself onto the vehicle with the boarding handle, she heard a new 

voice behind her. A familiar voice.  

“Esther.”   

Esther froze, mid-way onto the craft. Her hand tightened on the handle, the cold seeping through her skin. “Dr. 

Griffin.” She slowly turned around to see her mentor, standing at the helm of one of the larger police crafts, gazing back at her 

with an understanding look.    

“Esther, I know what you must be feeling right now. You’ve uncovered this...undeniably incredible discovery and 

you’re confused and intrigued. Come back with me and we can discuss this. Just...hand over the document.” She reached a 

welcoming hand out, beckoning for her on the craft.  

The crisp night wind whipped around Esther, whisking her hair into a mess of ebony strands. Tears stung her eyes as 

she looks down at the crumpled document in her pocket. The curious images that adorned its yellowed surface, the careful 

watercolor strokes depicting foliage and flowers of colors she had never dreamed of before, the sharp, black calligraphy 

describing the wonders of the natural world, a concept so alien to her that it could only be lore. She had to see it for herself. 

Looking back up with a glint of determination in her eyes, Esther hoisted herself up another rung on the ladder. The craft gave 

a sudden jolt as its secondary engines rumbled to life and her grip tightened on the rungs. She exhaled shakily, turned back 

around and scaled the side of the transport craft.  

“Esther Hygrace!” Dr. Griffin signaled to the LEO mechs to continue pursuing the craft. “You know that everything you 

have worked for will disappear once you cross the border of Eos.”  

The young woman, now perched atop the craft, hands clenched the bars that spanned the top of the vehicle, peered 

down at the armed mechs surrounding her. One particular LEO android caught her eye, as, instead of cocking his weapon and 

aiming it directly at her, his weapon was limp at his side, and he had his eyes resting on her. She also could’ve sworn he looked 

almost...human. But she shook her head and steadied her gaze, focusing back on her mentor of so many years. Looking down, 

she said only three words: “So be it.” And with that, the transport craft gave one final jolt, the shimmering wall of The Bubble 

crackled and disappeared, and the vessel sped off into the inky black night of the outside world.  

~~~ 

The first shock was how bright the night was. Esther was staring intently at the rift in The Bubble rapidly closing, her 

mind racing with so many thoughts and feelings that her head ached, when a glimmer from above her caught her eye. Then she 
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looked up. The night sky, instead of the murky, pitch-black darkness of Eos, was filled with so much brilliance and color and 

light. Twinkling stars dappled the sky as far as the eye could see, lighting up the night, and several large moons hung in the 

darkness like glowing ornaments. Esther’s eyes brimmed with glistening tears as she gaped, bewildered, at the beauty that the 

night sky had to offer.  

“This;” she whispered, “it’s...it’s beautiful.” The warm night air swirled around her as the transport picked up speed, 

and she sighed a contented sigh. A faint trilling noise made its way to Esther’s ears and she peered down over the side of the 

vessel. A small flock of bioluminescent creatures was gliding alongside her, with vibrantly-colored feathered wings,tails and 

glowing eyes. A lightbulb went off in her head, and she scrambled to pull out the document from her pocket, running her finger 

down the page until she reached a similar-looking creature to the ones fluttering alongside her. The one drawn on the page 

was smaller and much less colorful and eye-catching than these magnificent animals, but they were undoubtedly the same 

species. “Bird…” she whispered, tracing the meticulously-sketched strokes of the bird with her fingertips.   

Esther sat back, closing her eyes and letting the warm night air billow over her like silk. Her ears caught the faint 

chirping of the birds over the low humming of the transport. She was swiftly snapped out of her wonder-filled trance when the 

calm chirping of the birds turned to rapid sounding and they began to scatter in different directions. Esther’s eyes snapped 

open as she squinted through the darkness at a rapidly-approaching light, growing larger by the second. She cursed herself 

under her breath.  

“The supply station. I have to get off of this.” Esther peered down at the ground speeding past her and weighed her 

chances of how likely she was to break something if she were to dismount at this speed. She stared intently at the ground, then 

back at the brightly-lit supply station that she would arrive at and undoubtedly be discovered in a matter of seconds. She 

hastily stuffed the paper back into her pocket, swung herself down the side of the vessel, and began lowering herself own the 

ladder. Esther’s hands tightened on the cold, steel rungs and stared down at the ground speeding by. She took a shaky breath, 

then took a tumbling leap to the ground, followed by a string of curses, and landing starfished in the tall grass.  

“Ow...well, not the most graceful landing, Hygrace, but,” she slowly stood up and rolled out her wrists, looking around 

her, “you’re all right.” Esther straightened her once-pristinely white lab coat, now caked in red mud, and peered into the night 

around her. She began turning around slowly, taking in her surroundings. She stopped abruptly. A few meters in front of her 

stood an army of towering dark shapes, rustling softly and swaying in the soft night breeze. Esther didn’t need to consult the 

paper to know what these were. “Trees.” Her voice was breathy and hushed. “Those are trees.” Esther took a few steps 

forward, the dry, brittle leaves and underbrush crunching under the worn soles of her boots, and reached out a hand. She ran 

her fingers down the rough bark of the tree in admiration and wonder. Without a second thought, she clicked on her timepiece 
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and it cast a soft, bright glow around her, illuminating a path into the dark, misty forest. Then, Esther took a deep breath...and 

plunged into the woods.   

~~~ 

THREE MONTHS LATER...  

An early morning breeze blew through the treetops, rustling the fire-colored leaves and a faint tune. But otherwise, all 

was still.   

Over the past few months, Esther had become accustomed to both the pleasures and challenges that the deep forest 

had presented and made quite a life for herself. She was reasonably proud of herself, to say the least. It had been months since 

her escape from Eos, and she’d happily begun to call the forest the Forest of Eternia, since it seemed to go on endlessly. In 

essence, she’d dedicated herself to studying and recording all of the natural wonders that her planet had to offer, keeping her 

findings in a notebook she’d bound together. She studied the many of the species of flora, from the towering trees she called 

her home, to the tiny flowers that grew in clumps all along the forest floor, to the plump, deep purple berries she found to be 

surprisingly succulent. She’d taught herself to hunt, in moderation, making sure to only take  

what she needed and spread her hunting habits between the many edible species of birds and rodents that dwelled in the 

forest. She mapped out the water system that kept the forest alive, including the multiple rivers and streams from which she 

gathered fresh, running water and fished.  

Eventually, she reached the closest water source to her home, a small brook filled with silvery minnows and flat, 

smooth stones of grey and beige. She bent down and began gathering the clear, cool water in her cupped hands. She raised 

them to her lips to take a sip, when she heard a loud rustling and a branch snapping in a bush across the stream. Esther 

stumbled back, surprised, and her hand hovered over the knife in her pocket. She squinted through the brush when she heard 

a strangely familiar noise: the distinctive whine of a blaster powering up. Instinctively, she threw herself behind a large tree 

and covered her ears, squeezing her eyes shut. A pulsating ray of energy blasted through the forest, leaving a smoking, 

smoldering path as it traveled. Shivering, Esther peered around the tree. Standing in the clearing stood an oddly familiar 

figure. A LEO model, in the standard law enforcement officer attire and body build and height, but with an oddly familiar look 

about his face. She realized he was the LEO model from the chase, the one who’d been strangely staring at her. But now, he 

wore only a solemn, blank expression on his face and stood, shoulders squared, with his gun straight out in her direction, its 

barrel still smoking.  

“Esther Hygrace,” he warbled, unwaveringly, “by order of the government of Eos, I order you to drop all weapons you 

possess and come out with your hands visible.”  
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Esther slowly emerged, taking care to not  dispose of her knife, and carefully raised her hands above her head. “Don’t 

shoot, don’t shoot! I’m unarmed!” Esther shifted uncomfortably, quickly realizing she had to buy herself time to come up with  a 

plan to escape, as she knew that once LEO models have a directive entered into their programming, they will follow that 

directive to fulfillment. “So...do you have a name you prefer to be called? I’ve never personally met a  

LEO model before.”   

The LEO tilted his head slightly, his gun wavering slightly for a second. “I do not understand. I am simply a LEO model. 

Surely you must know that we androids do not have ‘names’ as you humans do. We are given names by our owners or 

commanders, but there is no point in naming dispensable police mechs.” He paused for a second. “Though...I have always 

admired the name Leonardo.”   

Esther pursed her lips, trying not to smile. “So, essentially, you would like me to call you Leo.”  

“Yes. That would be suitable.” His tone sounded almost pleased, satisfied with the notion that he had a name. 

Suddenly, he stiffened and blue electricity ran over his skin as his body jittered. Jagged lines and dots like those on a circuit 

board glowed electric blue through his artificial skin and his blaster dropped into the creek with a small splash. Esther 

stumbled back in surprise as his eyes snapped open and a bright beam of light began projecting out, playing a message. A 

blurry figure began speaking, though the connection this deep into the forest must have been weak, as the message came 

through warbled and mostly incoherent.  

“LEO model #0011 -- hesitation and reluctance to follow directive detected ---failure to comply with orders will result 

in immediate termination -- proceed to carry out programmed directive --- summary of mission is as follows ---” Esther 

snapped out of her paralyzed fear and took advantage of the android’s temporary incapacitation, grasping her knife. She 

bounded through the stream, skidded to a halt, then threw herself onto the mech’s back, wrapping her legs  

around his waist and locking her arm around his neck. She expected him to not react, considering his state of stiffness and 

apparent self-electrocution, but as soon as she’d latch on, the message cut off, he stopped shaking, and immediately began 

trying to rip her off of his back. Esther tightened her grip as hard as she could. Her concentration was broken by a sudden, 

searing pain in her thigh. She looked down to see the android rip his palm away from her leg and deep, red blood quickly 

seeping through her pants leg. Tears brimming in her eyes, Esther cursed herself for being so careless; of course the mech 

would counterattack.  

The combination of burning in her leg and the metallic smell of her own blood made her head spin, but she kept her 

grip tight and palmed her blade. The android thrashed around wildly, trying to grab at her legs and pull her off, but Esther held 

on and focused on the glowing blue control panel on the back of his neck.   
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“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Esther flipped the smooth handle of the knife in her hand, gripped it, and drove it deep 

through the control panel. The panel sparked and the glow dimmed as the mech stiffened, then crumpled to the ground. Esther 

rolled away from him, clutching her leg suddenly as the adrenaline coursing through her swiftly dissipated. She limped over to 

the LEO, standing over him, peering down at him with curiosity. His body was still slightly seizing from her sudden attack, but 

she could tell all of his brain function had been severed at the moment she struck him. She brushed his strikingly blonde locks 

off of his face to get a closer look at him and found, unnervingly, that his electric blue eyes were staring, unblinkingly, back at 

her. She shuddered and reached around his neck to withdraw her blade, causing him to shudder once more, then lie still. 

Without ease, she managed to stand up and limp to collect his fallen blaster, which she tucked into her belt. She was about to 

continue on home when from behind her, she heard a loud static crackling, then a voice, even more warbled and unintelligible 

than before. She turned around to find the LEO’s eyes projecting a dim message into the air, flickering in and out of focus.  

“H-Hygrace -- directive to find dead or –- d-dead -- model #0011 not r-r-responding --- retrieval v-vessel --- on the 

way.”  

Esther pursed her lips, then sighed in exasperation. “Well, now I can’t very well leave you here, can I?”   

“Directive -- f-find Hygrace,” the mech warbled in response.  

“Well, looks like you’re coming with me,” she paused, gazing at the lifeless mech, then added, “Leo.” She ripped a piece 

of cloth off of her pants and tightly bandaged up her leg, biting her lip and wincing as hot, white pain shot through her body, 

then hoisted the limp, mechanical body onto her back. “Ready to go?” she muttered jokingly, through clenched teeth.  

“L-LEO…” Leo responded, his voice deep and distorted.  

Esther furrowed her eyebrows in concern. “Okay, maybe we don’t talk on the walk home…” She adjusted the  

lifeless figure on her back, then began the trudge home through the golden afternoon light of the forest, ever peaceful, even in 

the face of chaos.  

~~~ 

TWO WEEKS LATER…  

Esther leaned in and snapped her fingers in front of Leo’s shut eyes. “Hello? Hellooo?” She paused. No response. “Oh, 

c’mon, I was sure I’d finished fixing the wiring for at least  the motion and voice response.” She slumped back, wiping the 

perspiration off of her forehead, and checked to make sure he was still securely bound to the tree. Suddenly, his eyes snapped 

open and the familiar blue light of an incoming message projected out. Esther leaped back, knocking her head on one of the 

wooden barriers encircling her porch. “What the…” she wondered in surprise, rubbing the back of her head. She scooted 

closer, examining the projection.  
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A static-distorted voice began speaking. “To unlock message, orally enter 4-digit code. After three unsuccessful tries, 

self-destruction will ensue. You have one minute.” A steady beeping began the countdown as Esther stared in horror at the dim 

screen. She racked her brain for any numbers that Leo might’ve said in passing in their very brief conversation. Or, not just any 

numbers, but a model code...a hazy memory floated into focus from her brief former encounter with the mech:  

LEO model #0011 -- hesitation and reluctance to follow directive detected…  

  

Esther gasped. The timer began audibly counting down in an eerily calm voice. “Eleven, ten, nine…”  

“CODE INPUT: ZERO-ZERO-ONE-ONE.” Esther braced herself, but...there was only silence, then a blurry figure 

appeared.  

Esther bit her lip, then reached around the mech’s head to the control panel on his neck. Though it was scarred from 

where her knife had stabbed through, it was mostly intact, and she felt around for the small master control switch. When she 

found it, she flipped it down, then up again, scrambling back and closing her eyes in case the whole system malfunctioned. 

Instead of sparking wildly, though, Leo straightened up and began projecting the message clearly. An all too familiar face came 

into focus and began speaking. “Dr. Griffin,” Esther whispered curiously.  

“This is Dr. Octavia Griffin addressing LEO model #0011. The following message is a final mission summary. You are to 

locate Esther Hygrace’s body, and return with her to the Eonian Police Academy.”  

Dr. Griffin continued talking, but at that, Esther’s breathing shallowed and she crept back. She’d assumed Leo’s only 

directive was  to kill her, but the adamancy of the government to dispose of her drove a new kind of fear into her heart. Her 

mind raced with thoughts as panic set in.  

What do they want from me??   

Why am I such a threat now?  

What is-- 

Esther’s thoughts were abruptly cut off when the transmission cut from the droid officer back to Dr. Griffin. Her face 

looked serious and calm, like it usually did, as it had always looked from the first day that Esther had met her, but there was a 

different emotion in her eyes. Something Esther had never seen before: fear. Cold, desperate fear. She blinked, then continued 

speaking.  

“One final thing, LEO - #0011: if  she is still alive, Esther Hygrace must never discover the truth about Eos and its 

purpose.” The transmission shimmered, then dissipated into the warm air, leaving Esther utterly alone and newly confused, 

once again.  
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She sat back, crouching and staring down at her hands with a furrowed brow. Her breathing was soft. “The truth about 

Eos…? What could that mean?”  

“Nothing you are in any position to know, Esther Hygrace.” Leo slowly lifted his head up, his movements jerky and 

labored.   

Esther shot to her feet, startled, then crossed her arms, scowling down at him. “Oh, so now  you decide to wake up. 

Well, this is perfect timing, actually.” She crouched next to him. “You’re going to tell me everything I need to know about the 

secrets of Eos.”  

Leo ignored her, looking back down at the ropes binding him, struggling against them furiously.    

“I wouldn’t waste your energy trying to escape, y’know,” Esther said, indifferently. “Your wiring is badly damaged and 

I’ve made sure your weapons system is the last thing I’ll fix.”  

Leo paused. “Esther Hygrace--”  

“Just call me Esther.” “---it would be wise of you to save your energy to use for other activities. I would suggest moving 

deeper into the forest, or hiding yourself well enough not to be found. Surely you’ve assumed that I’m not the only one they 

will send after you?”  

Esther sighed deeply and stalked to the railing, leaning over it.  

A slight ringing sounded from behind her, followed by a voice: “POWERING OFF.  

BATTERY CONSERVATION IN PROGRESS.” Esther turned around to see Leo’s slightly glowing eyes dim and his body grow limp 

once again. She scowled and turned back around, hanging her head and letting the sounds of the forest surround her.  

~~~ 

THE NEXT MORNING…  

Esther sat on the edge of her makeshift treehouse, dangling her legs off and peering down at the ground a few meters 

below as she slowly chewed her breakfast. Even after countless months in the forest, its beauty, and the beauty of all it held 

never ceased to amaze her. Everything was bursting with color and vivacity, and it seemed like all of the flora and fauna had 

such a passion for being alive. A bird fluttered down next to her. Hopping closer, the sun bounced off of its multicolored coat, 

reflecting in different directions. She rolled a berry to it, which it picked up in its sharp beak, then flapped away. She sighed, 

watching it spiral up into the tangle of branches above.  

“For what reason would you simply waste food on a creature like that?” a voice inquired from behind her.  

Esther rolled her eyes, pushing her plate aside. “Ah, good morning to you too, Leo. So glad you could join us.”  

“Us?”  
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“Me and,” she stood up, spreading her arms and gesturing to the deep, misty morning forest. She sat herself down next 

to Leo, smiling up at the glowing treetops above her, “all of this.”  

Her eyes darkened suddenly. “Leo...there’s something that’s been bothering me, since the second  I first laid eyes on 

the outside world...why  would Eos keep us from this? They always promise that they are providing their citizens with the best, 

fullest lives possible, and yet...they keep all of this,” she threw her hands up in desperation, “for themselves!” Esther pushed 

herself to her feet, stalking away from Leo and sitting down on the edge of her porch once again. Her eyes glistened with tears.   

Leo broke the silence. “Esther. This goes against every digit of code in my body, but...I realize now that you, of all 

people, deserve to know the truth about Eos.”  

~~~ 

“Long, long ago, your kind resided on a planet not so unlike this one: a lovely, small, green planet named Earth in the 

Milky Way System. With running water, fresh, clean air, and an abundance of plants and animals, Earth had far more than 

enough resources to sustain these early humans and the countless future generations that they would bring about.” Leo’s eyes 

darkened. “However, they grew greedy, power-hungry. The humans split, among both continental borders and borders that 

were more abstract, deep inside of them. It soon became a race: who could take control of the most resources? Who would 

become the global superpower? Not a thought was given by those in control to the possible downfalls that their greed could 

lead to. And when a thought was given, it was all too late. Earth was in ruin. The tipping point had been surpassed, and the 

once lush, green planet now became the rocky, depleted jail cell that the selfish humans were destined to perish in.”  

“But how…?”  

“Fortunately for your species, and unfortunately for the numerous other habitable planets in the Milky Way and other 

systems, humans had a habit of simply ignoring their faults and mistakes, picking up, and moving on. And so they did. To 

planet after planet, for thousands upon millions of years, humans decimated the resources that each planet had to offer.” He 

looked down at her briefly and his eyes were met with her own, wide and enamored, then he continued. “Until just a few 

hundred years ago, a group of the wisest and most prominent leaders came together to make a decision that would inevitably 

change the fate of the human race as you know it. They had seen and heard of the mass destruction and countless planetary 

downfalls that the human race had caused in the past, and they swore to never let that happen again. They envisioned a 

peaceful, protected society that would live separate from nature, still dependent on its gifts, but not with direct access to it. To 

ensure their vision would be carried out for presumably eternity, they created...the first mech model, one they named the GOV 

model. This model, given the name “the Allfather”, was to help create a fresh start for your species and act as both a leader and 

guide, ensuring that no more planets fell victim to the inevitable selfishness of humans. Only a few years later, after careful and 
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strenuous innovations, Eos came into existence on this new planet and the human race experienced a complete reboot, 

starting off fresh with new children who would grow up to become the first generation of Eonians, living happily and 

peacefully under the Allfather. In essence, Esther, that  is the whole and complete truth about Eos.” He looked over to her once 

again.   

Esther stared blankly past Leo, her face crusted with dried tears, her breathing shallow. She stood up shakily and 

stumbled over to the railing, leaning over.  

“So now you must understand why this beauty has been kept a secret for as long as it has. Without the system of 

control that Eos has put in place, your kind would simply go back to their old ways of taking and desecrating. And if the Eonian 

people did discover the truth about the outside world...chaos would run rampant and the peace that is so central to Eos’s 

society would be lost.”  

Esther was silent; everything seemed so clear to her now -- the secrets, the control. She slowly walked over to Leo, 

who turned his head inquisitively as she passed him. She crouched down, removed her knife from her pocket, and began 

sawing away at the ropes keeping Leo bound to the tree. She looked at him with knowing eyes. “I understand now. Everything. 

But I know far too much and you still have a directive to fulfill. I accept my fate, Leo, and if you choose to carry out your 

mission, I won’t oppose you.” Esther stood up, spreading her arms and closing her eyes. She heard the mechanical whirring of 

Leo’s body standing up to full height and moving towards her.   

“You did restore all of my systems, didn’t you? I have full functionality, Esther.”   

She opened her eyes slightly, shrugging. “I’m still a scientist at heart. If something’s broken, it’s simply in my nature to 

repair it.”  

Leo made a noise that sounded half like a sigh and walked past her to the railing, peering out into the afternoon forest. 

“I admire you, Esther. More than I have many other humans. Though I haven’t carried out my full purpose, I feel I’ve done 

much more than that.”  

Esther joined him at the railing. “So...you won’t go back to Eos?”  

“No. I believe I will remain here. My battery supply will…” he paused, glancing sideways at Esther, “undeniably run 

out, but until then...I will stay with you.”  

Esther wanted to protest, but she just nodded and elbowed Leo in the side. “An android and a human, facing the wild, 

alone but...alone together, huh? What a story.”   

Leo made a mechanical chirping sound, looking back out into the golden afternoon. Esther inhaled deeply and 

followed Leo’s eyes out into the expanse of the forest. She felt the vitality and vibrancy of the forest surround and fill her, and 
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for the first time in far too long, she felt completely and utterly at peace. Esther leaned her head against Leo’s arm, he rested 

his hand upon hers, and the two companions enjoyed each other’s company in the peaceful grace of the forest for just a little 

while longer.  
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Finch’s Wings 
By Margaret Devitt 

Finch hated his wings. They had kept him from having a normal childhood, highlighting him as an outcast from the 

very day he was born. Dark brown and golden feathers covered the wings that came out of his back. He often had to keep them 

folded in close to his body, since at full length they would spread out to about twice his own body length. His room was 

practically bare, besides his bed and a lamp, both nailed to the ground. 

It was quite a dull existence. Day in and day out, the only things Finch had to occupy himself were his books and his 

paintings. By the time he had turned twelve years old, however, he had read all of his books multiple times and had grown 

bored of painting. He wasn’t allowed any technology or anything that could even possibly be a pathway to the outside world. 

He didn’t even have a window, since it was too risky and someone might see him. Finch thought he would never be free of the 

monotony of his everyday life.   

That was, until the fires began. 

It was the first day of the week, a fresh start for all of the people of Northbury who were running about in the bustling 

town square, selling and buying their wares. The most important thing on their minds being how much they could talk the 

vendor’s prices down. The Ones, the people in the role of the government in Northbury, hadn’t conducted any raids recently. It 

was a beautiful world.  

Finch had seen this world once before. When he was ten years old, his parents had gone out for the night, leaving him 

with a family friend who was watching over the house to make sure that Finch couldn't leave. However, Finch had waited on 

the stairs for about two hours before the friend took a call in the kitchen. With a burst of speed that he had never had before, 

Finch sprang off the stairs and practically, although not actually, flew out the front door. 

It was dark, and Finch couldn’t really tell where he was going. Most likely there would be people out in town having 

parties, and he knew he would get in immense amounts of trouble if he was seen. Besides, he preferred to be by himself 

anyways. So, he moved slowly towards the distant mountains.  

Eventually he reached them and began to climb a steep slope. The cool air brushed through his wings as he realized 

that he finally had room to stretch them out. The feeling was freeing. He walked and walked until he reached a ledge 

overlooking the town. Lights were shining in most of the houses, and just as he had thought, there was a group of people 

dancing and enjoying themselves in the town square. And in a single moment, Finch realized that he didn’t care about the 

risks. He went barreling down the way he had come, as fast as his legs could carry him.  

The sounds of laughing and music were growing closer as Finch raced towards the town. There was something in him 

that just wanted to be a part of something normal for once. Just as he was about to reach it, however, something hit him in the 
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back of the head, and he fell, completely knocked unconscious. It wasn’t until he woke up in his room and his mother came in 

that he knew what happened. His babysitter had seen him run out and immediately called his parents, who had searched for 

him. Luckily for them, they had found him just before he was about to show himself. 

This stunt had earned him weeks without dinner. 

It would obviously take more to get out of his house than just walking down the stairs and out the door. After his 

escape, there was always someone to watch Finch and the front door was always locked. They also had a space to put Finch in 

case any of the members of the Ones came to investigate, since there were rumors of a winged boy that broke out after the 

escape. Apparently, an older man had been out in the woods gathering more firewood when he said he said a ‘winged angel’ 

running down the mountain. 

Finch honestly didn’t think there was any way he would ever get to go outside. He was sure that he would die in his 

room in the future or get found and killed by the Ones. Sure, he could try to fly away, but since he had never been allowed to 

use them, they were probably weak and wouldn’t be able to hold him up. Not to mention, he didn’t really know how to control 

himself. He often wondered what it would be like if he lived in a world without the Ones, but he knew that idea would never 

come true.  

That early Sunday morning started off like any other day of the week. Finch woke up to a meal already in his room, 

courtesy of his mother, and ate it while he re-read one of his books. It was hard for him to focus on one thing for too long, so 

without even realizing it, after a while, his attention had turned from the story to gazing longingly at a painting he had made 

earlier that year. The painting was of the outside, or at least what Finch had learned about the outside world from his stories. 

Bright green fields stretched for miles with yellow flowers growing out of the ground as the sun shone down in golden rays. It 

was like Finch’s own personal window. 

Finch’s routine continued on in the normal way until exactly twelve thirty three. Finch’s mother always brought him 

lunch at exactly twelve thirty three, and it had been that way for as long as he could remember. So, when the clock on his wall 

struck twelve thirty four, he became confused. There were no sounds that he could hear that indicated the movement of 

anything alive in the house.  

There was, of course, always the option to open the bedroom door to see what was going on. However, if Finch’s 

mother was just simply waiting outside, she wouldn’t bring him food for a day or so as punishment. 

When twenty or so minutes had passed, Finch decided to open up the door, as he was getting hungry. In the air, there 

was the smell of something burning. Possibly his lunch, although it didn’t seem like it was necessarily coming from the house.  
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Finch was inwardly debating with himself whether he should open the door or not. He would most likely be punished 

if his mother found out, but on the other hand, if there was truly something wrong, he was curious.  

A few more minutes passed, and Finch was becoming restless. Something had to be wrong. Perhaps his mother was 

passed out in the kitchen. Or maybe someone had broken in, discovered that he was there, and arrested her. The agony of not 

knowing what was going on was practically too much for the boy to bear, so in a moment of weakness, he put his hand on the 

doorknob and threw open the door. 

The hallway was eerily quiet, and once Finch maneuvered his wings in such a way that would allow him to get out of 

the door, he stepped out into it. Thick silence enveloped him, as well as the continuous smell of smoke, which only seemed to 

get stronger the farther down the steps of his house that he went. Yet, he still had no idea where it was coming from.  

There was no one in the kitchen. The preparations for Finch’s lunch were on the counter, but hadn’t been put together 

yet, and the boy’s mother was nowhere in sight. There were items strewn across the floor and a glass of water had been 

spilled, as if someone had left or been taken in a hurry. Finch called out for her, once, twice, and a third time, but there was no 

answer. 

This was when, out of the corner of his eye, Finch realized that door front door of his house had been ripped off of its 

hinges. He inched closer towards it, being cautious, just in case this was a test from his mother, which he wouldn’t put past her 

to do. However, as he got closer to it, the smell of smoke got stronger and there was still no sign of his mother. So, in a moment 

of instinct, he stepped outside. 

It wasn’t really what he expected. Instead of bright green grass and blue skies, there was a thick layer of gray smoke in 

the air. There were no open pastures, but only tall metal buildings that reached up into the sky. However, there was something 

else that Finch had not expected. Everything was on fire. 

That was where the smoky smell was coming from, as well as the gray tint to the air. Now, Finch didn’t know much 

about the outside, but he was relatively sure that it wasn’t constantly on fire. Especially since it seemed like only the city was 

on fire, not the neighboring mountains. So, that was where Finch decided to go.  

There were no people. It was strange, almost as if everyone in town had suddenly disappeared. If, of course, there had 

ever been any people at all. 

It occurred to him suddenly that perhaps his mother had been lying to him the whole time. The Ones might not even 

exist. It had all been a lie.  
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Finch walked towards the mountains, his wings stretching out slightly. It had been the first time in his life that there 

was enough room for him to move them, and just as he had expected, they were weak and fragile. He was perfectly fine 

walking, though, and it didn’t take very long for him to make his way to a trail leading upwards. 

He stopped at a small ledge overlooking the city. The fires were still going strong, but from up high, the smoke was 

clearer and Finch could make out the outlines of the buildings. If, perhaps, he had been standing there at a different time, he 

would have been able to see bustling streets and a blue sky like his mother told him about. But since he couldn’t, Finch made 

up his mind that he would head to a place where the grass was green. 

As he turned around, expecting to head farther up the trail, the boy gasped and froze in fear. Three men with white 

cloaks and masks, moving without sound, (blue, black, and grey, respectively), were standing behind him. The Ones.  

“So, it was true,” the farthest left One said in a nasally voice. “The boy with wings is real.” 

“It appears he is,” the right One said. The first One began to laugh, shaking Finch to his core. 

“Too bad we had to burn down the whole town just to find him,” the first said.  

“Yes, too bad,” the second said. The monotone voice he spoke with, however, seemed to scream he meant the opposite. 

“Although I suppose that it doesn’t really matter. There are always more people.” 

“Why would you do this?” Finch could feel his hands physically shaking. “You could have just taken me. There was no 

reason for you to do all of this.” 

“We had to send a message,” the third said. “The likes of you will not be tolerated.” Finch began to step backwards, 

trying to distance himself from the Ones. 

“There is no point in trying to escape,” the second said. “We’ll find you, no matter where you go!” 

The Ones began to come closer to Finch, pushing him further towards the edge of the cliff. There was nowhere for him 

to go. His only option… 

“I have to try,” Finch said, digging his heels into the ground. His wings were now fully extended, giving his figure the 

image of an angel. 

It all happened so suddenly. The third One practically launched himself towards Finch, while the other two were close 

behind. At the same time, the young boy threw himself backwards, right off the edge of the cliff. 

Finch tried to flap his wings with all of his might. For a second, it seemed to work, as he hovered over the fire. He let 

out a laugh and looked back at the Ones, still on the cliff. However, he should have known that it would be too good to last. 
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Never using his wings was already taking a toll, his entire body was sore from keeping his entire body weight in the 

air. He attempted to rise higher, but the wings weighed him down as he flew slowly into the fire, his agonized screams being 

the last thing that anyone would ever hear from him. 

The Ones watched from the edge, looking down as Finch’s body disappeared into the smoke. After a few minutes, they 

went away, confident that the boy was dead. 

They ended up being right. 

Weeks later, the new town had been set up, with all of the remaining people that had managed to escape the fires, 

Finch’s mother not among them.  

No one knew the cause of the fires, but assumed it was the Ones punishing them for something they had done. No one 

knew about the young boy with the wings, just as the Ones had wanted it to be. 

And they never would. 
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Camino Ciego 
By Sophia Durham 

June 21st, 1990  

Zürich, Switzerland  

Allie Montilla  

Red and blue light flash around me. The siren’s call is but a dull ache now. My whole focus is on Amelia, my only daughter. 

Amelia’s face contorts into a grimace, sweat beads at her brow, her breath a symphony of staccatos. I grasp her hand. Maybe if I 

hold on tight enough my sins won’t take her away forever. God, please do not punish my kin for the misdoings of my youth. For  the 

first time in 30 years, I take out my crucifix and begin praying to my forgotten God. “The babies are coming!” a nurse announces in 

German.   

“I’ll… I’ll be fine Papa,” Amelia murmurs.  

“ You cannot leave me, Amelia.”  

Raising a trembling hand to my face, she brings my ear down to her lips, “Their names are Cecelia and Lucia.” I shake my 

head. Tears swelling in my eyes, I hold on. I would have held on forever.  

  

June 21st, 2002  

Cambias, Venezuela  

Cecelia Montilla  

The rain was cascading over our tin roof. I tilted my head back and opened wide, letting the purest form of water 

drizzle in. My bright yellow raincoat and boots severely contrasted with the Earth’s muddiness, but I jumped around in the 

little ponds, my hands intertwined behind my head. To my neighbors, I looked like an imbecile, but to my dolphin friend 

Phillip, I was mastering the art of diving over enormous waves! “Oh, no,” he screamed. “Look at that gnarly wave!” Sure 

enough, there was a massive tidal wave ready to consume us.  

“Get back Phillip. I’ll save you!” I yelled. I knocked him out of the way, and I was pummeled by the monster crest. A few 

twists and turns and --“Hahahahahaha!” I did it! I had dominated the beast and was body surfing in the Pacific!  

A distant voice called that woke me from the trance, “Get your butt to the market right now, young lady, or no cake for 

you!“ Ah, Allie, my grandpa. I stuck my tongue at him, and he burst into a peal of bellowing laughter. I skipped down to the 

market, mud splashing up all sides of me. On the way, a tree filled with lavish pink and green orchids captured my attention. I 

dashed up to the towering plant and inhaled deeply, leaning against the worn bark. I released a sigh, marvelling the sweet 

aroma encasing the blossoming flowers. Soon, they would dry and shrivel; the dry season was looming ahead and that meant 
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the green foliage would disperse. I latched onto my locket, twirling it between my fingers. On the outside, it was not much. 

What lay inside, however, was a portrait of my mother. An elegant young lady with amber eyes and full cheeks. She had 

pillowy brown curls that laid perfectly down her back. In it, she was inspecting orchids. Allie said they were her favorite. I 

peered at my reflection in the cloudy water and frowned. I hardly resembled her, dead straight hair, blue eyes, a patch of dark 

pigmentation disrupting the left side of my pale face. I brought my index finger to the mark. Allie called it a  

love patch. He said it was where my mother first touched me, and since she loved me so much, she left an imprint of herself on 

me. I loved the mark as much as I loathed it. It was the reason I was relentlessly bullied.   

The other kids called me names like Scarface or mud patch. I knew their teasing meant little in comparison to my 

mother’s love, so I did not let them bother me. Neither did my twin, Lucia. She always stood up for me. She even started a fight 

with a particularly nasty girl, Isabella, who crushed my glasses and said she was doing me a favor by it. Lucia came home with 

a bruised face.   

I had been diagnosed with ocular syphilis at a young age. I would be as blind as a bat, said no one. Both Lucia and Allie 

assured me I would get better by some miracle. I knew they were lying, mostly because an old lady taught me along with Allie 

to read braille.Normally, syphilis is a treatable disease, but there were no medications due to inflation and the lack of 

resources in Venezuela. If there were medications, my family could not afford a physician.   

I left the delicate flowers behind with a longing gaze and marched on to the market.  

“That will be 745,458 bolivars, miss,” the cashier stated in a monotone voice.  

“For a chocolate bar?”   

“Things are hard to come by these days?”  

“Yes,” I replied glumly. I had just spent my month’s allowance on a chocolate bar.   

I started trudging home when -- “Hey, sis!” Lucia exclaimed.  

“Ahhhh! You scared me!” I shoved her with startle still in my features. “What took you so loooong! I had to walk here 

all by myself. On our birthday!” I dramatically stomped my feet and crossed my arms.  

She shrugged. Her eyes shifted to mine and she grinned, and there was a spring in her step. I reached into my raincoat, 

and Lucia immediately swiped the chocolate bar from my awaiting hands. “Last one there’s a rotten egg!”  

“No fair,” I called out, “you got a head start!”  

She galloped ahead with me on her tail. As we sprinted on the path, I tackled her! I was laughing hysterically. She 

joined in, hunched over and clutching her stomach. We agreed to share the chocolate bar, and as we munched on it, I gathered 

some orchids into a bouquet.  
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We were close to our home when we smelled smoke. Alert gleamed in Lucia’s eyes, and we took off. We halted when 

we witnessed the cause of the pungent smoke. The orchids tumbled to the ground. Our childhood home was burning. Flames 

encircled us. Allie was nowhere to be seen; there was no sound except the crackling fire. I bolted inside. Mr. Puffers, the bunny 

I rescued five years ago was still in the house. “Cece, Cece! Come back,” Lucia screamed.   

“I have to get him,” I called back. And I sprang into the fire.  

Immediately, I was met with the stinging flame. The comforting heat of a bonfire was replaced with the searing blaze 

that made skin boil. The flame spread all around me, but to my right was a path. Our abode had  four rooms, and Mr. Puffers 

would have no place to go besides my bedroom. He was blind and became an expert at hearing; however,  amidst the fire, he 

would be in a panic. My bedroom door was closed, reaching for the knob, I quickly darted back. Cupping my burned hand, I 

used my foot with thick rubber around it and was able to open the door. “Squeak ...squeak,” Mr. Puffers was exactly where I left 

him on the dresser.   

“It’s ok. I will get you out of here,” I whispered soothingly.  

I scooped him up looking left and right. I could not go the way I came because the flame had eaten that hall too. The 

only other outlet was the window. I grabbed my dusty encyclopedia and hurled it towards the window. Crack! Tadunk. The 

window only had a minor crack in it. I desperately turned, searching for anything in the room that might help: the miniature 

iron globe. After a few smashes, the window shattered. Glittering glass sprinkled all around me as the fire surged on. I looked 

back at my home one last time before jumping out the window with Mr. Puffers.  

My knees popped, and I fell to the ground. Smoke clogged my lungs;  a black haze hovered above my eyes, and I drifted 

to unconsciousness.  

I woke in a soft bed with a heavy quilt surrounding me. I smelled the savory aroma of empanadas baking. My eyes 

fluttered open and were welcomed by a blurry world. I frantically reached for my glasses, feeling along the side of the bed for 

anything. Finally, the cold metal and delicate glass kissed my skin. Relief flowed through my body as the world became clear 

again. Mr. Puffers was attacking me with kisses. Giggling, I pulled him off me and gave him a much-needed belly rub. “You’re 

awake!” Lucia squealed and crushed me with her arms.   

“Can’t breathe...Lucia,” I panted.  

The door creaked open. “How are you feeling dear,” Marisol Hernandez, a neighbor, inquired.   

I rubbed my eyes and asked, “Where is he?”  

“I just made empanadas. Do you want one?”  
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I shook my head. “Where is Allie,” I croaked, guzzling the brimming glass of water. She was quiet for a moment, 

deciding what she should tell me. “You were very brave Cece. Going back to save the rabbit, most people would not have done 

that.” Her eyes trailed to her feet and she shifted on them. I bore my eyes to her. “He’s dead… outside,” she whispered.  

I sprinted outside; it was different than before. The smoke had fled to the clouds, making the whole world ash ridden. 

And there he was. I stumbled back and muffled my scream. He was hanging from the towering araguaney tree. His wrinkled 

skin blemished with blue. My shoulders shook uncontrollably, and my lips sputtered. A cry that resembled an injured animal 

escaped my mouth. Everything hurt. My sniffles would not stop no matter how much I tried. I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of 

my jacket and began climbing the death tree.   

When I reached the tree’s apex, my fingers were covered in blood and grime. I began to untie Allie and noticed that a 

parcel was in his mouth. I delicately removed the package and unwrapped it. Inside, there was a note that read, Happy 

Birthday!- Hugo Carvajal  . Why would they do this to Allie? The Cartel was an immoral gang, but they had patterns. Why would 

they kill a random old man out of the blue?  

The tremors were unbearable, but I managed to get Allie down. His body was still warm. Lucia came up behind me 

and wrapped her gentle arms around me. We sobbed for hours while the locals began to make funeral arrangements.  

My grandfather chose Mrs. Hernandez to be the reader for his final testament. Mr. Puffers curled up in my lap as the 

reading began. I looked over to Lucia and she nodded as to say everything will be ok. Sorrow gleamed in her eyes; I had to rip 

my gaze from her to keep from bawling.  

In the end, we inherited a few trinkets and pictures. There was a strange key I had never laid eyes upon, even in ur 

cramped home. There were vines engraved in the rich silver; The end of the key had scuff marks covering it.. I stared at it for a 

long while, trying to decipher my grandfather’s secrets. Maybe this was the key to the truth of his murder. I pocketed the little 

treasure and shuffled to Mrs. Hernandez’s.   

I was restless. When I shut my eyes, my vision filled with Allie in that tree. “Lucia?”  

“Yes,” she said, wide awake.  

“Will you follow me?”  

“Anywhere.”  

“I have to do something, and I need your help.” She nodded.   

In five minutes, we had taken a flashlight from the tool shed and had snuck out of Mrs. Hernandez’s. Mr. Puffers was 

peeking out of my yellow raincoat and sniffing the air when we arrived at our home. The roof was completely caved in, and the 
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wood was burnt to cinders. I took a reluctant step toward the building and entered what remained of my childhood. Ash 

floated everywhere; the moment frozen in time. In the main entrance, the portraits of my mother  

and Allie were charred beyond recognition. I traced my fingers over the frame and proceeded. A vase of orchids was shriveled 

on the charcoal kitchen table, along with an overcooked cake. I entered Allie’s room, Lucia’s footsteps following behind. His  

bed had been moved to the other side of the room, revealing an upturned rug on top of a thick chain. I pushed the rug to the 

side. It exposed a wooden hatch. I turned to Lucia and she shrugged her shoulders. I began yanking on the chain, the creak of 

the wood showed restraint. I panted and pulled again. Dropping the chain, “I can’t open it,” I plop down on the floor and bring 

my knees into my chest. “I thought we could find out what happened to him,” I sniffled. Lucia patted my back and motioned for 

me to move. “What is it?” Then I saw it. A small hole was located near the beginning of the chain. I plucked the mysterious key 

out of my jacket and plunged it into the door. Click, click  . Light glimmered in my eyes and I grinned. “On three ok,” I handed 

part of the chain to Lucia, “One…two...three!”  

Creak!!! “Oh my god,” Lucia whispered. Leading from his room was a dark spiral staircase.   

“Flashlight,” I reached back for the device. The steps were illuminated with light as we crept down. Mr. Puffers 

whimpered in my pocket, “Shhhh, Mr. Puffers,” I patted him. Descending deeper and deeper into my grandfather’s lies, there 

was a light switch above my head. I pulled it and everything I thought I knew about Allie evaporated.  

I stared in awe, jaw open, eyes glazed over. There were file cabinets and newspapers scattered across the den, but the 

item that most shocked me was the portrait. It was professionally painted; it featured my grandfather and a woman, 

resumably his wife, and a little boy. Why did Allie have this? How was this possible. Lucia called from nearby, “Come look at 

this! I think it is Allie.”  

Frowning, I followed Lucia’s voice. “What is it,” I asked.   

“Here,” she handed me a dated newspaper. “I can’t understand much, it’s in English, but it’s Allie in the photo. He was 

in Chicago.” She was right. This looked like a much younger version of him. I scratched my chin, trying to solve the clues he left 

us.   

Mr. Puffers started to claw me and whine. “What is it now,” I sighed, picking him up.   

“You girls should not be down here,” a raspy voice reprimanded.  

I darted back and gasped. It was Mrs. Hernandez! She was still in her nightgown squinting at us, making her wrinkles 

protrude even more.  

“ Do you know what this is?” I prodded. My eyes pleaded for an answer, anything for some closure.  

“Why don’t we go back to my house and have some hot cocoa,” Mrs. Hernandez suggested.  
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“Who was he,” I asked, my voice breaking.  

“Come here sweetie,” she extended her arms, and I fell into them. She kissed the top of my head and let me cry. “Let’s 

go, we can talk later.” I nodded and ascended the stairs, locking the past in that deep, dark cellar.  

My hands shook as I sipped the warm cocoa. Mr. Puffers was nestled on the cushion next to me. “Where do I start,” 

Mrs. Hernandez pondered. She rapped her fingers on the table and said, “Your Papa was a truly kind man. He gave me work 

you see, I had two little girls. Their father wasn’t around much, so I babysat  to earn a living. Then one day, Mr. Hernandez 

came home in a panic - he had gotten involved with the Cartel - and needed help. Allie secured asylum  

or my girls and husband. I decided to stay; I wanted to repay Allie for his deed. I promised him that no harm would come to 

you as long as I was alive. I do not know who your grandfather used to be, but Allie, I know, would do anything to protect his 

kin. He must have trusted me because he gave me these,” she pulled out two passports. My eyes immediately snapped p. “He 

said that if anything happened to him, I was to make sure you got out of here. To the United States, where there is a future,” her 

eyes glistened with translucent fluid. She sniffed, keeping the liquid at bay,” You have a family there.”  

My whole body went numb, “We can’t leave here,” I said, “If we do, we will never find out what happened to him!”  

“Cece, he wanted us to leave. We have family  in the United States,” tears welled in Lucia’s eyes, “please.” She took 

 my hand and pleaded, “There is nothing left here for us. We are in danger.”   

“You said you would follow me anywhere; this is where I choose to stay. Do not break your promise.”  

“I am keeping a promise to you. The promise that there was a way to treat you; there is one. The U.S. has penicillin. 

Tell me that the truth is not worth your life. If you stay here, you will die,” Lucia sobbed.  

“I am not going to live in secrets just to be with you,” I said. Hurt was palpable on her face. My words had stung her in 

a way that a physical blow never could. She took two steps back, then another, not taking her eyes off me. No matter how much 

it hurt me to see her like that, I needed the truth. “Lucia... I said it all wrong.”  

“No, I think you said it exactly as you meant to,” Lucia breathed and  took off into the jungle.   

She needs time. I sat down with Mr. Puffers and Mrs. Hernandez and drifted to sleep.   

I awoke to a banging on the door. It was Lucia. I ran to the door and let her in. She stumbled into me and caught her 

breath, “They’re after me.” Fear was potent in her features, she grabbed my arms and managed, “we need to go… now.”   

I nodded my head and began packing. I woke Mrs. Hernandez and told her what was happening, “You must come with 

us,” I pulled her hand, but she yanked it back.   

 

“No. I will just slow you down. You have a chance to be free. Ok? Goodbye, Cecelia.”  
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She planted a kiss on my forehead as tears streamed down my cheeks. “Take this, and listen, do not lose your 

passport. I will see you again, Cece.” I shook my head; I couldn’t lose anyone else.   

Men were shouting in the distance; “Do you have everything?” I nodded, “good.” She smiled and pushed me out the 

back with Lucia on my heels and Mr. Puffers in my coat pocket. We ran; I didn’t know where we were going, just away from 

them. I heard Mrs. Hernandez’s defiant yells, and then a gunshot -- silence. The birds were ceased chirping, wind still. Tears  

threatened to break, but I wiped them away and surged on. My feet had taken me to Grandfather’s grave. It was in a serene 

meadow despite all that was happening around it. I picked a few orchids from a nearby tree and laid them to rest with him. 

Engraved in the stone was just his birthday, Jan 17, 1889. Next to his, was an unmarked grave. Nothing indicated who that  

person was either; I put flowers on their grave too. “Let’s go,” I said numbly. I wiped the dirt from my knees and stood up. 

When I turned around, the two men from the funeral were behind Lucia. I froze; what were they doing here? Were we fast 

enough to escape them? I motioned for Lucia to run.   

We began sprinting away, yet again, when the bigger man said in perfect Spanish, “Alonso hired us to protect you! 

Stop running, we are trying to help.” It made sense; Allie was apparently good at keeping secrets, so why couldn’t he just hire 

some guards?! He caught up with me and yanked my arm, “Stop running,” he said impatiently.  

I calmed down and wriggled my arm free of his grasp. “Hmph. Why should I? You two don’t look very friendly. Who 

knows you could be working for the Cartel,” I crossed my arms and squinted my eyes.   

“Little lady, we are not a part of any Cartel here. I’m Fabian and this is my brother, Enzo,” he motioned behind him. 

“Prove it.”  

“Your grandfather told us that he gave you a locket. It has your mother’s picture in it.” I touched the necklace and 

knew I could trust them.  

“Let’s say I do believe you. What are you getting out of this?”  

“We owe Allie, big time.”  

“Fine,” I said, “but I'm leading.” We journeyed on.  

After a few hours of unbearable silence, I asked, “What does the Cartel have to do with my grandfather?”  

“He did some shady business with them when he first moved here, to get back on his feet. He was doing their dirty 

work for about 3 years, and then you were diagnosed with ocular syphilis. He was too old anyway, but he had saved up enough 

money to make it to the U.S. so you could get treated,” Fabby, as I called him, said.  

“Why didn’t he take us?”  
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“It’s complicated,” Fabby said snarkily. Mr. Puffers nuzzled against my neck, I patted his head, his fur silken against my 

fingers. I smiled down at him when Fabby said, “What’s the use of keeping a blind rabbit around? You really think you can get 

that past the border?” Mr. Puffers shot daggers from his eyes, as if he understood Fabby.   

“It’s complicated,” I said mockingly.  

Enzo walked up to me and said, “Fabian just likes to sound important, don’t pay attention to him,” he gave me a 

dazzling smile.   

“So, will you tell me what happened?”  

“Well...I guess you’ll find out one way or another. To enter the USA, they offered him a bargain to become a legal 

citizen straight away and give him amnesty for the crimes he committed in Venezuela. For that to happen, he had to give them 

current intel on the Cartel. He gave them everything, but they needed more time. They arranged the passports and everything 

was settled, but the Cartel found out about Alonso’s betrayal and hunted him down. He relocated to a small town outside of 

Caracas and has been in hiding ever since now, I guess.”  

“Oh,” I glumly responded.  

Enzo patted me on the shoulder and said, ”He only did it to get on his feet, OK? He wasn’t a bad person.”  

I nodded my head, clutching my locket, and was silent the rest of the journey.  

Our company emerged from the emerald forest and arrived at a grocery store parking lot.  

“Why are we here,” I asked.  

“To ride the horse carousel,” Fabian sarcastically commented. He searched around the area until he stopped by a black 

jeep. He took out a screwdriver and pried the license plate free, replacing it with the license plate of the car next to us.   

Enzo took out the key and started the car. I clutched my stomach and began to dry heave, “I don’t feel good...Fabian 

can you get some Advil, I think I have a fever,” I murmured. He rolled his eyes but began walking to the market. “Enzo, do you 

think you could grab me a slushy from that gas station over there,” flashing him an innocent smile.  

“Sure; stay in the car.”  

 I waited until they were both out of sight and put the gear in reverse. My eyes glanced to the rear mirror. I released 

my foot from the break and began inching back. Lucia guided me out, and I had managed to squeeze out of the place when 

Enzo saw us. I made eye contact with him and he dropped the slushy and ran toward us. I frantically switched the gear to drive 

and jerked forward.   

“Go, go, go,” Lucia screamed.  
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“I’m trying!” Finally, the car began sputtering to life and rushing to the exit. In the mirror, I saw Enzo chasing us. His 

face was red with anger; he should have seen this coming. I put the Columbia Bridge Border Crossing near Texas in the GPS, 

and we were on our way to a new home.   

I drove through the night, and we hit Japula at one AM. We slept in the car until the approach of another engine crept 

upon us. We had to be discreet, in case it was the Cartel. I hastily checked my rear-view mirror; it was something much worse. 

Enzo was carrying a limping Fabian on his back. Shoot! They must have put a tracker on us!  Enzo pounded on the window 

begging to be let in. I stared at him in shock. His screams were muffled through the glass, but I could make out, “They found 

us...bullet...Fabian.” No, this is not possible. We escaped them.  My breath hastened and I reluctantly unlocked the car.   

“I’m driving,” Enzo and I said in unison. He stared me down. Rolling my eyes, I hopped in the back seat, wrapping 

Fabby’s leg with his jacket. The Cartel had shot true; the blood oozing from his calf was pooling everywhere. I applied pressure 

to his leg to staunch the blood flow, and the scarlet liquid covered my palms.   

The Cartel’s men were gaining speed, about 500 meters behind us. Their engine roared, advancing to a lethal pace. I 

glanced at the dashboard, there were about 4 liters of petroleum remaining. My palms were sweating, inhale and exhale. We’re 

gonna be alright.  Then Fabian took out a cigarette and lighter. I looked at him intently and he noticed, “I’m already dead, no 

harm in doing this now.” He gave a weak laugh. I clenched my jaw, and then in a few swift sweeps and a smooth uppercut, I 

had the lighter. In the next few minutes, I opened all the petrol containers in the trunk.  

“Pop the trunk!,” I shouted!  

“What?! No!” responded Enzo.  

“Trust me, I can do this.” Slowly, the car’s door began to open. “I need you to zig-zag,” I yelled over the engine’s 

rumble. The containers in the back, filled with petroleum, could finish the job. “Rghhhhhhhhgaahhhh,” I grunted, putting all my 

force into tipping the container over. Splash! Only three more to go.  The second one took little energy; adrenaline was pumping 

through my bloodstream. The Cartel’s men began firing bullets. They were ricocheting across the car. I pushed the third tank 

off when a bullet skimmed my check. I clenched my teeth together, trying not to scream and shut my eyes. Three tanks will 

have to do.  The lighter flickered, and I tossed it on the gasoline trail. I rotated too quickly; one of the gunmen aimed straight at 

my heart. I heard the shot before the cry. A body was sprawled across me, a wall between the shooter and I. The Cartel was up 

in flames. A numb heat to thaw the ice in my heart. My parasympathetic controls brought me back to reality-- there was a body 

on me, still breathing but not for long.  

I could barely see anything with my glasses covered in gore, “ Cece?”  
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“ Lucia! What did you do?” I laid her head on my lap and stroked her hair, “ you’ll be fine, Lucia. We will get you to the 

hospital, you’ll see,” tears were streaming down my face. I sniffled, “Don’t leave me. I need you.”  

“ You,” she shuddered,”... have never needed me.” She raised a hand to my cheek and smiled, “I love you, Cece. Find our 

family, tell them our story.”  

I nodded my head and stroked her cheek. She exhaled her final breath; all I could do was stare. Darkness began to 

cloud my peripheral vision, and I succumbed to the abyss.  

   

June, 2022  

Chicago, Illinois  

Cecelia Montilla  

The bell’s humming vibrates throughout all the children, waiting to escape the confines of their four-walled-torture 

device: school. Doors burst open, a stampede of cackling students follows, liberation from all responsibilities due to summer 

resulted in multiple “Yippies,” and “Yeehaws.” They disperse from the school’s grounds and are enjoying the warm weather 

served with freedom that only summer provided. I chuckle and shake my head in disbelief: this world is  

drastically different than what mine was.  The long, white, fiberglass cane taps left to right; I had become and expert on seeing 

with my ears. Mr. Puffers let out a long yawn; his once lean and energetic life has transitioned into retirement: his naps were 

longer, of course, and his movements more cautious than before. I plopped down on my reading chair, and Mr. Puffers curled 

up beside me, exuding his warm and comforting presence. Slowly, I opened my locket, two more pictures had been added: Allie 

smiled up to the sun, shading his eyes with his right hand, and Lucia.   

This time last year, I was living in Florida, in search of my family there. I ran the lead into the ground, and then I 

received a letter. I skimmed my fingers over the cover. It was addressed to me with dried, thick oil; it had to be braille. Wasting 

no time, I ripped opened the envelope, desperate for the connection within it. It was from Allie. Still dead, but he explained 

everything, first of all his name is Alphonse Capone, he had escaped to Switzerland where he and my grandma had my mother, 

but when my mom died, he lost everything and needed to get out. He started working with the Cartel when we first moved, but 

when he tried to quit the Cartel killed my twin in retaliation. I had imagined her just like Phillip the dolphin. Tears flooded my 

eyes as I finally discovered the truth; it was the missing puzzle piece and now, everything made sense: the unmarked grave 

next to Allie’s; why people only addressed me and never Lucia; the secret lair- all of it. Peace had come to me; finally, I was able 

to rest. Maybe I would see my family one day, but not in a long time. I wrapped the braille and tucked the note into a piece of 

my heart.   
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The Italian Carousel 
By Charlotte Foxx 

I just wish I could get lost somewhere. I know there’s not any point in trudging through this world day after day, like 

being trapped in a snowstorm with the thick frost feathers swallowing up your knees.   

And I want to go alone. Wherever that is. Unless, of course, Eira agrees to come with me. She’s one of those people that 

carries herself like a goddess, with hair and skin so white that she is the embodiment of a snowdrift. But not a snowstorm; I 

would never have to trudge anywhere to find her. I can just follow the honey-glazed sound of her ethereal voice like a silk 

road. Music, something I don’t have much of a taste for myself, but Eira loves music. Eira is  music. But it is not love, and she is 

not beautiful. It is more of a fascination for the Divine.  

I’ve heard a saying that we all have our own kingdom festered in our minds. I don’t know how much of that is true. My 

mind is bleak, hopeless it seems, filled only with a deep longing for something else. What is that something else...color? 

Adventure? The need to escape?  

If I could get Eira to come with me, I would follow her to the edge of the earth. Wherever that is.  

…  

“Where are we going?” I asked nervously as Eira led me in and out of the dense Colorado woods.   

“A place that’s very special to me, I want to show it to you. Don’t worry, Ashwin, I think you’ll like it.” That didn’t 

reassure me though, my worry deepening with each crackling step of the dead leaves beneath our feet. Eira began to hum 

softly, with a voice that could make the forest dance. The only music I ever wanted to hear.  

We pushed through condensed clumps of conifers and into a clearing where an abandoned park crumbled. I stared 

wide-eyed behind her, moving my head wonderingly around at the ramshackle ruins of playgrounds and benches and 

fountains dried up like a once-prosperous desert oasis, blanketed with crumpled leaves.   

“So this is the place.”  

“It’s a cool right? Quiet, too. But you haven’t seen the best part.” She beckoned me forward toward the sight of a little 

Italian carousel, delicate and elegant and strewn away by the world. The kind of carousel that is painted to perfection with 

royal details, that could sweep you off to a faraway land on the back of an artificial horse to call your own. Once touched by the 

stars and illuminating the light, now left to rust and decay: a vision of the Roman Empire.   

“Huh. Interesting,” I said.  

“I’ve heard the horses come to life if you ride them,” she added. “Want to try it out?”  

“Isn’t that how carousels work? The horses come to life.” I made quotation marks in the air.   
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“Yes...but this one has been out of operation for years. So I guess, it’s haunted or something.”   

“So...is that why it’s special to you? Because it’s haunted?”  

She sighed. “No! I’ve been coming here since I was little, and I don’t know, I’ve always found it inspiring. But if you 

don’t think it’s cool, that’s fine,” Eira said dully.  

“No, no, it’s cool, sorry, I was just...distracted.”   

…  

 The following day, Eira was sitting at the edge of the abandoned carousel with staff paper scattered sporadically 

around the ground. She sang, throwing her voice up and down, bending her creations into shape, and turning to the blizzard of 

paper to scrawl down a thought. Like a snowstorm, but not quite. It was another one of her songstorms.  

“I think I really underestimated this place,” I remarked, emerging into view so that Eira jumps and papers are sent 

dancing in the air.   

“Gosh, Ashwin, what are you doing here?!”   

“Hey, you’re the one who brought me here, to begin with.” “Alright fine,” she sighed. “But this is still my Italian 

carousel. It works well for...what do you call them?” Eira stared down at her work pathetically.  

“Songstorms,” I shuffled through the leaves to accompany her at the carousel’s edge.  

“Songstorms, that’s right. It’s kind of a mess, I know…”   

“Eira,” I began, almost teasingly. “What goes on in your head?”   

“We’ve been friends for almost a year and you never stop asking me that,” she laughed uproariously.  

“I never get an answer.”   

She laughed again. “It’s kind of hard to explain. It seems like you would know if anyone. There’s probably a lot of 

music, is all I can say.”   

“You make a valid point, even though I know you’re embarrassed to be around me. Maybe your other  friends would 

know...”  

“Hey, not usually!” Eira replied. “But you are a little weird sometimes.”  

“Says the girl having a songwriting explosion in an abandoned park.”  

“Whatever.” She suppressed a smile.  

“Hey, want to sit on this creepy carousel?”   

“I suggested that a long time ago!” she scolded. “But of course, I want to.”   
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Eira perched on a regal, white horse coated with dust and rust, decorated with a once-brilliant, muted saddle dotted 

with dainty designs and a faded feather atop its head. She gripped the neck as if the horse could take off at any second. I 

boarded a gray one in front of her, clasping the cold metal bar that impaled the body of the horse, prepared for the little Italian 

carousel to collapse. Awkwardly I spun around to face Eira, her eyes closed intently as if trying to summon the horse to life.   

“What are you doing?” I asked with a laugh. I received no answer. “Eira?”  

“Huh? Oh, sorry, I just started feeling strange, like I was dreaming or something.” I glared at her, puzzled, distress 

fading into her face.   

“The ghosts must be getting to you. Maybe the horse is coming to life.”  “That’s the thing...it almost feels like it is,” Eira 

mused, dazedly patting the wooden horse.   

“Uh, you know I was kidding, right?” That’s when the carousel screeched and slowly began to move.    

“Eira? You said it hasn’t been in operation for years, right? RIGHT?” I shouted, panic arising between us.  

“I thought so, I don’t know!” The horses rose and fell, spinning and moving the wind, accelerating with the pounding of 

my heart. Eira reverted to her meditative state, icy eyes still closed and hands still gripping the rusty pole that held the stoic 

horse to its circular path. “Eira! What are you doing?!” Once more she didn’t answer. The carousel suddenly picked up 

immense speed, whirling about much faster than a normal one should be going. I grasped the neck of the wild wooden horse 

for dear life as the piercing metal bar bent.   

“We have to get off!” I screamed. “EIRA!” Her white hair whipped backward, entwining with the broken bar, yet her 

face was peaceful as if her soul was somewhere else. I knew I should get off, but looking back at the divine being captured my 

motion and forced me to potentially kill myself on a paranormal horse. The burnt-out lightbulbs along the carousel exploded 

to life, sending sparks flying and bright beams blasting in all directions, weight shifting from side to side, summoning 

seasickness. I squeezed my eyes shut, pretending I was somewhere else, waiting in desperation for the tempest to end.    

I opened my eyes to snow, the cold wetness seeping into my clothes. Lying on my back, blanketed in white, I let the 

fine flakes powder my black hair before coming to my senses. The air was crisp, but not bitterly cold, and my clothes dried 

almost as soon as I jolted to my feet. I noticed I was wearing a long, elegant trench coat, with a long scarf to top it off. How is 

any of this happening?  

My surroundings soaked into view: the white plane of snow upon snow, clusters of conifers crowding the area around 

me and over the mountains in the distance, merging with a glassy sky, and a glowing city, simple and almost medieval-like, but 

magical all the same. Going forward into the village, rubbing my temples to erase my mind’s fogginess, I felt a hum from the 

heart of the kingdom, a blissful vibration that stopped me in my tracks. Music.   
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Victoriously, melodies rose. Melodies played with instruments I’d never heard, melodies ringing out and floating and 

completely entrancing me alone in the pouring snow. I didn’t know where I was or how I got there, but all of my questions 

melted away with the languid sound. Eira must be here, too. I can feel it.   

I walked toward the music of the village, overcome with an urge, picking up speed into almost a run. Past a frozen 

fountain adorned with a horse, over white-dusted cobblestone streets. The people of the village stood still, each wearing the 

same long trench coat and scarf, decorated with unique,  ornate patterns and colors. I turned to the direction they faced, the 

direction of the music, a clear view of a mighty palace. Summoning my courage, I approached a man in a lapis blue coat, hoping 

for some kind of explanation.  

“Excuse me?” The man stared, perplexed, and I worried he didn’t speak English. “I’m not from here. I was just 

wondering, where am I?” The man smiled.   

“Where else, but Lumik, the purest of kingdoms!” he proclaimed with the most perfect voice I’d ever heard.   

“But...how am I here? I was on a carousel and suddenly I just arrived, and my friend is gone. Is this still Earth? Is this 

place magical?”  

“My, so many questions, young foreigner. Perhaps you were brought by the Hevonen, the horse spirits of old.”  

“What kind of spirits...” Someone tapped me firmly on the shoulder before I could ask.  

“Please keep it down and show some respect, young one. Can’t you see that we are in the presence of God?” a woman 

whispered sternly.  

“Where? I don’t see anything,” I said, craning my neck above the crowd.  

“Not see, hear.” She turned away from me as I focused my attention once again to the music, listening for divinity. 

Something I never searched for much beyond Eira. My thoughts were interrupted by the sudden aureate tones of royal horns 

from the palace balcony. The town crier emerged between the horn players, clearing his throat.  

“We honor the Deity that our melodies embody, Creator of the realms, invoked by the masters,” he called from above.  

“Glory to Song!” the kingdom reverberated.  

“We honor the Hevonen, wild spirits of time immemorial, guardians of the mind.”  

“Hail the Wandering Horses!”  

“We honor the High Priestess, gracious ruler of Lumik, bearer of the divine voice.”  

“Hail Regina Exalted! Hail Regina Exalted!”  
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The sacredness of music; the divine voice...my mind jumps to Eira. Eira! Where was she? I had never been so 

entranced by music before, drawn away from reality. She wasn’t with me, in this strange new land, I have to find her. Must find 

her…  

… 

I lost track of time, too many questions had been left unanswered. I arrived in a calmer part of town just as the stars 

began to appear. With Eira still not in sight, there was something eerie about the quietness that I couldn’t quite shake off. 

Music seemed to play indefinitely, but the songs around these parts sounded sickly sweet.   

Meandering through crowds of people along the sidelines, I searched for someone to talk to. Someone had to have 

some  kind of useful information to relay. Two people bickering near me sharply silenced their shouts as I walked by, glaring 

my way with harsh eyes. Laughing elites chatted in brightly colored clumps of their silken coats. Past quaint commoners, 

shady strangers, I found a shadowed area beneath trees to sleep for the night. Attempting to get comfortable in the dry snow, I 

caught the attention of someone reading a book against another horse fountain. He approached me curiously.  

“Who are you? I haven’t seen you around these parts?” he said.  

“I’m...not from Lumik, and I don’t know what’s going on.”  

“Oh,” he said with piqued intrigue. “Where are you from, exactly?”   

“Well, I don’t know how to explain it. Another world I guess. I was on a carousel with my friend, and suddenly I’m 

here, with no explanation. And don’t even know where she is or how to get home,” I sighed angrily, sitting down against the 

fountain. “I’m Ashwin, by the way.”  

“A curious situation indeed. I’m Finley. ” I glanced at the book he had been reading, noticing it was the poetry 

collection Tulips and Chimneys  by E. E. Cummings, unexpectedly one of Eira’s favorites.  

“Funny, I gave that book to my friend a long time ago. She refused to read it at first but ended up loving it. It always 

reminded me of her,” I mused.  

“I never knew such things could be transferred to other worlds,” Finley said.  

“You don’t happen to know anything about other worlds, do you?” I asked solemnly.  

“Not really, but there have certainly been foreigners here, for better or for worse,” he replied. “However, I know much 

about this world.”  

“I’d be glad to hear about it, I don’t know very much so far.”  

“Well, Lumik is  the purest of kingdoms. We are surrounded by the natural beauty of the landscape and weather, and 

we celebrate our love for our land each day. We are ruled by the loving Queen and High Priestess, Regina Exalted, of course, 
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who blesses us with an entrancing voice that connects straight to the Divine Source. Everything here is perfect, everyone is 

happy, nothing ever goes wrong,” Finley explained cheerfully. “In fact, you’ve arrived at a wonderful time, because tomorrow is 

a grand celebration where Regina will sing for all to hear!”   

“Wow, so this place really is perfect, isn’t it?”  

“Absolutely! Lumik has always been perfect and always will be. In fact, wherever your friend is now, I’m positive she is 

safe.” Relief washed over me, this snowglobe-like world was as heavenly as I thought it was. Finley and I launched into a 

discussion about the book, lasting no more than half an hour before a commotion stirred in the street. A woman screamed at a 

man in front of her, all heads turning to watch the show.   

“It’s like you don’t even care about me sometimes!” she yelled. “How can you constantly be so negative and sour?!”  

“Me? Listen to yourself right now, you’re shouting at me in the middle of the town for all ears!”  

“You’re the one who started this,” she snarled, suddenly pushing him forcefully, sending gasps through the town.   

“This is why I can’t live in this horrid kingdom any longer!” he retorted, fiercely grabbing her by the scarf in return. 

Just as the fight was becoming unsightly, citizens ran into the street to pull them away from each other. I turned to Finley in 

shock.  

“But you said this place…”  

“I know what I said,” Finley sighed. “I may not have been entirely honest about what goes on here. You see, this 

kingdom should be perfect, and it was  ; about a year or so ago. But that was before…” his voice shifted into a whisper. “...the 

Stranger  showed up.”  

“Who’s that?”  

“No one is quite sure. An elusive foreigner, always around, but we can’t quite seem to catch him. But since his 

unprecedented arrival, he’s been stirring up trouble left and right, ruining all of our peaceful traditions. Now it seems there is 

always some kind of civil unrest, some fight, some rally against the Queen.”   

“For no reason at all?”  

“It would seem so, it’s like some sort of spell. Lumik has never had a problem with the Queen, or fights, or anything of 

the sort. I’m quite honestly worried for the future of our kingdom,” Finley said gravely. “With the rising number of dissenters 

against Regina lately, some have even lost belief in music. It speaks right into their ears, but it’s like they can’t hear anymore.”   

I thanked Finley for his time when he rose to retire a few minutes following the fight. Further worry spread in my 

mind as I nestled back into the soft snow, having heard of the Stranger. I regretted my longing for adventure. Upon one of the 

stars that hung above like diamonds, I wished that Eira was safely tucked away in a crowd of trees, looking for me.   
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… 

I felt a light tap at my side when I opened my eyes.   

“Ashwin? What are you doing? Did you really sleep here all night?” Finley asked, glancing over me.  

“Yes, but this snow is amazingly comfortable. I actually slept pretty well,” I said, rising to my feet and brushing the 

flakes away from my emerald coat.  

“I had no idea you had no place to sleep, I would’ve invited you to stay at my lodge,” he said apologetically.   

“It’s really alright, I’m fine on my own.”   

“Well, the celebration is just about to commence, I suggest you come along and watch. Perhaps you’ll find your friend 

in the midst.” I followed Finley into the center of the kingdom, where I had been yesterday. Crowds gathered quickly, staring 

up at the palace balcony that had been decorated with draping wisteria. I stood beside an enchanting blue crystal statue of a 

rearing horse, thus far the largest I’d seen.   

The town crier arrived on the balcony, beginning a speech to welcome the Queen’s performance.  As he continued the 

proclamation, a large group of people in coats of darker and duller colors emerged from behind, led seemingly by an isolated 

man who approached me.   

“You might want to get out of the way,” he said.  

“Why?”  

“We’re about to finally show all these people how delusional they are, thinking this world is perfect, ruled by this 

queen that they think is a goddess,” he whispered.  

“Are you that Stranger people are talking about?” I asked, panicked.  

“Me? No, but I know him. He isn’t all that horrid, you know. You should consider joining us in our call to action.” I 

shook my head and backed away in response, the man shrugging, and returning to his disorderly group.   

“Let us welcome our most passionate Queen to the stage, Regina Exalted!” At the sound of the town crier’s final call, a 

thundering crash halted the ceremony. The nearby horse statue was being demolished by the man and his band of rebels. 

Citizens screamed, running from the shattered blue crystal bursting from the site like diamond rain.   

“Wake up!” the man shouted. “Wake up!” the group echoed. I stood at a distance, watching the display, unable to move. 

The group continued chanting and destroying, while guards and officers on horseback poured into the scene. These people 

have gone absolutely insane.   

“There he is! We’ve finally caught him, the Stranger!” howled a palace guard to the others, busy pulling the dissenters 

apart forcefully. I turn around frantically, looking for this infamous Stranger.   
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“Are you sure he’s the one?” asked another.  

“Yes, of course. I saw him talking to the leader of these dissenters. He was probably telling them to cause the 

uprising!” Suddenly, two guards rushed in my direction, firmly gripping me by the arms and dragging me along with the rest of 

the dissenters, through the crystal fractals skidding across the ground.  

“No, no! You don’t understand, I’m not the Stranger! I’m not with these people!” I cried with panic coursing through 

me, nearly bringing tears to my eyes. “I’m not the Stranger!”  

“I doubt you are a Stranger to yourself, but regardless, you have caused far too much trouble,” the guard on my left 

replied wittily. “You are under arrest.”   

… 

 I sat in the dank holding cell, placidly awaiting trial. There was nothing to be done, my life was useless anyway. 

Looking around, the cell was empty, with the exception of a stool and a mirror on the wall. I glanced into the mirror, barely 

recognizing my own reflection. I looked older than I thought I should, dark bags weighed heavy on my eyes. Reflexively, with 

self-loathing, I punched the mirror and watched fragments of glass fall around my feet like sleet. I sank to the floor, examining 

a long shard, curling my fingers around it; a dagger.  

“The Queen wishes to speak with you.” I turned to see the guard at the cell door, ready to usher me away. “She will 

determine your fate.”  

Saying nothing, I followed the guard through the endless stretches of corridors, far from small prison beneath the 

palace. I assumed they were rarely ever used if Lumik really was perfect, and of course, I’m one of the only prisoners to be 

here. Of course, it was me.  Eventually, we made our way into an elegant hall lit with chandeliers rather than torches fastened 

to stone walls. At the end of the velvet carpet lining the floor, the guard rapped a door with an ornate knocker.  

“Enter!” sang a voice.   

“Your Majesty Regina Exalted, I present to you the Stranger.”  

“Excellent. Please leave us.” The guard pushed me firmly into the room, a brilliant study, and closed the door behind 

me. The space was enormous, like that of a cathedral, with soaring ceilings and sunlight filtering through stained-glass 

windows. Instruments were strewn about the white marble and velvet floors, opulent mirrors lined the empty walls, 

bookcases reached up to the sky. From a throne-like chair at a desk, the Queen rose, her back to me as I anxiously entered the 

study. An unabashedly beautiful silver and crystal halo crown was woven into her long, silky hair. Hair and skin so white she 

was the embodiment of a snowdrift. She turned to face me as I drew nearer. Older and all the more alluring, it was Eira.   

“...Eira?” I squeaked with a quiet gasp. Her gaze softened as she strode toward me, staring so intently into my eyes as if 

she were searching for my soul. She placed a hand on my cheek and caressed it lightly, sending a flutter through my heart.   
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“Ashwin,” she said, smiling. “You’re here.”  

“How? How am I here, how are you here? How...” Eira moved her touch to my shoulder to quiet me.   

“I’ve been waiting so long for you to arrive, but I certainly wasn’t expecting it to be like this. They think you’re the 

Stranger, funny, isn’t it?”  

“Yeah, funny,” I mumbled nervously.   

“As you know, there is misery in my kingdom: that Stranger. Ever since he came here, the negativity and dissent he 

spread as had drastic effects on the innocent Lumik, only worsening with time.” Eira sighed longingly. “I need your help to put 

a stop to it.” I was speechless, unable to think or move, barely breathe. This is Eira’s kingdom! What is happening?!  Transfixed 

in her gaze, far too confused to bother asking questions, I nodded. “You will find him waiting for you just outside the palace. He 

will try to entice you, but Ashwin, if you care about me, do not listen,” she warned.   

“Of course, I won’t listen,” I said.  I felt my face go hot as she pulled me into a warm embrace, warm enough to melt 

away my fears...for the time being.   

“All that I ask is that you try to reason with him. Find some way to convince him to end his dissent, or perhaps leave 

the kingdom. Make him realize that his actions are harmful,” Eira said. She led me to the door that I had entered the study. “I 

think he will listen to you.”  

“I...I will,” I breathed. With a nervous nod, I gaped at her royal persona one last time, before quietly exiting the study. 

She is beautiful.  

… 

 When the door closed behind me, all at once there was nothing but snow. I turned around, but the palace had 

vanished along with the rest of everything. Reality slowly began to sink in. What am I doing? I can’t confront the Stranger! What 

if he’s dangerous?  My pulse quickened at the sight of the empty kingdom, empty except for a tall figure in the distance. This 

can’t be good.  

Far too afraid to move as the thick frost feathers swallowed up my ankles, the figure approached me quickly, wearing 

a velvet coat the color of a pine tree, a hat, and a scarf that billowed around his face. Despite the scarf covering a great deal of 

his face, he spoke clearly:  

“She sent you to reason with me, didn’t she, Ashwin Bhandari?”  

“How do you know that? How do you know my name?”  

“I know a lot of things about you, Ashwin,” he said with a hint of laughter. “Isn’t this such a marvelous kingdom? It just 

radiates beauty. Reminds me of the lovely Queen it belongs to.” Eira.  As if stepping into my thoughts, he continued when 

silence hung in the air between us. “It’s so funny, you won’t accept who you are. So much so in fact, that you even refuse to 
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admit to yourself that you are practically in love with Eira. Perhaps it’s your upbringing, your insecurity, a combination of 

both...”  

“No, I…”  I croaked, my eyes, wider than full moons, darting to the sugar-coated ground. “You can’t possibly know any 

of that about me.”  

“Oh, but I do!” he laughed. “I know that you have potent negative energy surrounding you, energy that spreads to 

others. I know that it stems from a place of absolute fear that dwells inside. And because I know so much about you, I know 

that ending this nightmare of a kingdom is the only way to save the Queen.” I swallowed hard.  

“So you’re the Stranger,” I said. Though I could only see his eyes, I sensed a smile.   

“Perhaps to some, but I’m no stranger to you, Ashwin. You know exactly who I am.” The Stranger removed his hat and 

separated the bundles of the scarf into a single strand that flowed in the winter wind, revealing his starkly charming face. Then 

a wave of realization rushed over me like the grip of a riptide. Older and all the more alluring, it was me.  

Sensing the shock that enveloped me, a smirk spread slowly across his face. Or rather, my face. I shifted my weight 

backward in the snow, wanting to run away, but where was there to go?   

“You’re destroying her kingdom, you know. Everything she loves,” I snapped.  

“Oh, I’m not destroying it, I’m completing it.”  

“What does that mean?”  

“Don’t be so ignorant, she’s living in a fantasy world! It’s essential that you and I merge together as we were meant to 

and awaken this world. I know your flaws because they are my flaws. But those will all soon fade away.”  

“If you claim that I love Eira, then why would I choose to send her kingdom into chaos and destruction, all for what, 

flawlessness?” I scoffed. “She did send me to reason with you, because there must be some other way to deal with these 

conflicts without taking hold of Lumik.”  

“Don’t you get it?” he spat angrily. “We must take hold of Lumik because we love her! Eira will never be complete, nor 

will she ever accept us for who we are, if she carries on dwelling in this mirage. We must demolish this false world. If I no 

longer exist here, then neither do you, and she will only continue to drown in illusions. She will forget you.” His chilling tone 

made my blood run cold. The only way for Eira to still to have any chance of loving me was to embrace my darker self.  “Ashwin, 

together we will do what is best for Eira,” he said enticingly. “I know you’ll do the right thing.”  

I stared into my alter ego’s burning amber eyes, gathering the little courage I could summon. At that moment I 

realized the Stranger wanted to destroy Eira’s innocent realm to make him acceptable to her. There was no room for reason, 

no hope left for me. “I will do what’s best for Eira,” I breathed calmly. “I will do the right thing.”  
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“Good,” he said with a nod, beckoning me to come. I reached into my pocket and felt the cold glass from the shattered 

mirror of my cell. Swiftly, I raised the jagged shard and buried it into the soft area below his chest as forcefully as my arms 

would allow. I dug the mirror deeper, tears escaping from my same fiery eyes. He only gasped; there was no blood, no agony, 

only air and light and from somewhere, soft music. I looked down to see blood soaking through the scarf covering my own 

chest and I realized what I had done. What I had to do. Not premeditated, predestined. I had set her free.  

… 

 I inhaled sharply, jolting awake. I was face-down on the ground, the snow replaced with lush green grass kissed with 

morning dew, the echo of birdsongs reverberating in my ears. Shaky and unstable, I willed myself to sit up, taking a few steps 

in the forest I awoke in. Through the budding trees, I spotted an Italian carousel. Finding Eira seated daintily on the same 

white horse, I approached.  

“Oh, hi, I didn’t know anyone else was here,” she said cheerfully, casually propping her arms against the metal bar. 

“This is such a cool place, isn’t it?”  

“Yeah, it’s amazing,” I replied.  

“What’s your name?”  

“Ashwin.” She smiled, capturing me in a gaze so blissful that it would seem that she knew me her whole life, knew that 

I did the right thing.  

“Ashwin, huh? I’m Eira.” 
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High-Heeled Politics 
By Madison Goodwin 

So my dad announced. Austin for President 2024 was plastered across the stage as the confetti dropped on the roused 

but unsuspecting crowd. Beaming, my dad glanced at our perfectly poised family standing proudly in support of his lifelong 

dream. I was blinded by the lights and the crowd, but amidst all the hoopla, I couldn’t stop thinking of what would happen next 

on “The Crown”, and of the crisp Cheeto puffs waiting for me at home.  

The ballroom emptied. The lights dimmed. And I couldn’t get the stupid confetti out of my hair as I exited the room 

that had changed my life forever. Once again, I stood proudly behind my father as he shook hands with his adoring fans. Smile 

after smile, pose after pose, I waited for the chance to excuse myself for the first moment alone I would have all week. Entering 

the green room, I plopped onto the overstuffed couch and removed my most uncomfortable black high heels, sighing a breath 

of relief. Scrolling through Instagram and popping a few of the fancy hotel chocolates into my mouth, I was happy. My mother 

glared at my feet signaling me to place them back on the floor. “Kennedy, be respectful,” she said. It was only the hundredth 

time she’d told me that over the past four months, and it wouldn’t be the last. 

My mother was tired. She had endured state and congressional campaigns before, but a presidential one would prove 

to be a new kind of challenge. With a history in politics herself, she was intrigued by the exciting world of policies, networking, 

and making a difference. But that wasn’t what a presidential campaign was about. She was always reminding me of that.  

“Kennedy, your father is not God. Does he know that? I don’t think he realizes how truly idiotic he is! He can be 

whisked off to every damn party in the District, but can’t seem to do the laundry. But that is his world. And he will never give 

up on it, no matter how hard it is for the rest of us.” She was nothing if not honest, and I can’t say she was wrong.  

My dad was gone all the time; and, when he was home, he wasn’t really present. He had become a faster texter than I, 

and was glued to his phone into the wee hours of the night. If it wasn’t his phone buzzing with “urgent” matters, it was the 

constant click of the computer keys as he drafted his latest email urging support for legislation and asking for donations. It had 

always been that way, though. I grew up with dinners interrupted by phone calls and playdates cancelled because of political 

events I needed to attend. I didn’t mind, to be honest. It wasn’t until he informed us that a presidential campaign was in the 

works that I became concerned. The political atmosphere is wretched, and a country boy from North Carolina would be hard 

to sell to an ever-divided nation. Nevertheless, I agreed to go on his announcement tour. 32 states, 50 rallies, and exactly five 

weekends I could be home. I needed to be by his side, but I would so miss the comfort of our small townhouse in Raleigh. We 

have been living in this obnoxiously large Victorian-style house in DC through the summer, and I had grown tired of the dusty 

paintings and overstuffed couches like the one I found myself on that first official day of his campaign.  
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“Dad, can you bring me the cantaloupe?” “Huh? What’d you say?” “Dad. Can you...bring me...the cantaloupe?” No response. 

 I hopped off the couch and dramatically wrapped our plush chenille blanket over my shoulder as I walked the ten 

steps to the counter where the cantaloupe rested. “Dad.” “What? Oh, Kennedy, why’d you ask me to bring you the fruit if you 

were right there?” “I wasn’t there, Dad. I walked over because you didn’t answer.” “Yes I did. I told you I would, just give me a 

second.” “No, it’s fine,” I sighed lying back on the couch to continue my Netflix binge.  

This was how most of our conversations went these days. If I wasn’t ignored, I was being questioned about my 

opinion on his writing or my chances of getting into an Ivy. He was focused and passionate, things a future President should be. 

I’m proud of him, living out his childhood hopes and dreams in a way many people can’t. Though I often wished he was just my 

dad, not some fancy political figure always looking to serve the public. I blinked and those thoughts vanished. The real world 

appeared, and there he sat at our kitchen table, head in a book, preparing for his latest intellectual chat with whomever 

decided to call next.  

“Let’s go, let’s go! Carter, what are you doing? Get dressed!” My stubborn eleven year old brother Carter grumped in 

response. Rolling over, he tucked himself beneath the hand-woven quilts of my father’s hometown as if he could stay forever. 

“Really Carter? Now is not the time. We have guests coming over. Don’t you want to look nice?” My mother was always 

hounding him to put on clothes. Given that he spent the majority of his day in his ragged underwear, it was necessary. Sighing, 

he peeled himself off the couch, looking to me for comfort, or perhaps to get him out of it. Unfortunately, I could not. Tonight 

was the dinner party for all of dad’s biggest supporters and friends. Mom had hired the caterers and decorated the house with 

an appropriate amount of pickiness and attention to detail. The children’s presence was required, preferably well-groomed, as 

per every event my father hosted. I scratched at my legs under the tulle-lined dress wanting only to replace it with the comfort 

of my UNC sweatpants. Mom called me into Carter’s room, “Make your brother get dressed. And please explain that neon 

orange doesn’t go with black dress pants, this is not Halloween!” I was not in the mood for another argument with Carter 

about his apathy towards style, and simply stared him down instead. Mom huffed and he covered the Avengers tee with a red 

button-up.  

“I hate this,” he sniped.  

“I know, but it’s only a few hours of smiling your face off. You can make it.” He smiled and laughed as he donned the 

knee-high striped socks he wore as his personal act of rebellion. We understood each other. 

 Party after party, event after event, my father’s campaign tour of America had reached stop #27: Denver, CO. Pulling 

into the hotel drive, I glanced across the backseat at my father who was currently engulfed in draft four of a new Facebook 

post.  
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“What do you think? Does it sound too confident? Kennedy? Meredith, what do you think?” He reached towards the 

front seat passing his phone off to his perfectly dolled-up campaign manager, Meredith. “Hmmm, seems a little wordy. Keep it 

short and sweet with your hashtags too.” Hashtags had become my dad’s latest obsession. Currently, his favorites, in order, 

were #AllinwithAustin, #President2024, and #family - the last always accompanying our staged family photos from various 

holidays and parades.  

I wish there were parades in Colorado. It would make this frigid car ride far more tolerable. I remember my first 

parades in North Carolina: fun-in-the-sun peach parades throwing candy to the crowds of cheering children. Spending the 

whole morning decorating the convertibles and picking out the perfect bows to match the occasion. So simple. Now the only 

time I decorate anything is the barren mantle in our DC house.  

“Mom, are you awake?” She snored to the blaring hotel alarm clock. “Mom, it’s 5:30, we have to get ready for the 

morning show.” My dad sprinted around the room looking for the one thing he always forgot: his wallet. “Kennedy, Melanie, 

we have to go soon. Have you seen my wallet. I just had it...alright, everybody freeze!” Mom opened her eyes just enough for 

me to see them roll, then threw off the sheets. Standing in our pjs, we searched the room. It didn’t seem to matter that we 

weren’t to leave for another half an hour, my dad was in full spaz.  

His freshly pressed jacket lay across my lap driving to the TV studio, and between dozing off, I questioned why it was 

that I had worn the outfit Meredith so lovingly picked out for me. “Limit the brown in your wardrobe, Kennedy. Studies show 

that constituents associate brown with leather, cows, and the South. We don’t want you to look obnoxiously southern. Do bring 

jeans though, dark wash only.” She rambled on about her latest set of goals for the family of a future president. Thank 

goodness she was taking a second car this morning. I don’t think I could take another minute of her country music playlist. 

How it was that no one else seemed to mind, I do not know.  

Listening to my dad’s stump speech was never boring. Truly, it never got old. Hearing him project the same battle cry 

and the meticulously planned jokes was quite entertaining, no matter how many different ways I had read, heard, or recited it 

from memory. The Denver rally was no different. Immediately following the interview that morning, we arrived at the chicest 

diner I had ever seen, and piled out of the black SUV into the back door. Our concealed entrance was necessary, since at this 

point in the campaign, there were always reporters looking for the easiest way to get the inside scoop on my family. I thought 

it would be weird having people show up at almost every public outing of mine, but it soon became the norm. Fortunately, I 

had only been questioned once, and my answer was what had been drilled into me from Day One of my father’s congressional 

campaign, “no comment.” The diner food was surprisingly good. I was immediately drawn to these elegantly cut lemon tart 

looking desserts and shoved a few into my mouth. It wasn’t long before I realized this was not, in fact, dessert, but a very tasty 
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looking butter. Not the first time this had happened, so my ego recovered. Wiping the creamy butter bits from my mouth, I 

thought of Carter. It wasn’t the same sneaking around the venue for food without him.  

"One of the greatest honors of my life has been serving as Congressman for North Carolina's 4th District for four terms 

from 2016 - 2024. During this time, I've fought to..." The cameras flashed and I dug into the smoky BBQ chicken on my plate. 

My mother purposefully glanced at my napkin, and I placed it gently on my lap. This intense staring was our only means of 

communication during one of dad’s speeches. We couldn’t very well talk over him, so we often shared eye signals as a means of 

commenting on the attendees and reporters. Once, I rolled my eyes too noticeably and one of the campaign’s biggest donors, 

the Connely’s, took note and reported to my father that I was not being respectful. He was mortified in the moment and 

diplomatically apologized, like any good politician. Since then, I am only allowed to make such movements towards my 

mother. Like mom always said, “our lives are public knowledge and everything is on display. It’s smart to always be on your 

best behavior.” 

I landed at RDU a few days after the Denver rally for my first break in a month. I got the house, my real house, all to 

myself, and finally got to take a shower without having to conserve tiny bottles of shampoo. Kate was picking me up for a party 

at her house, and I was so ready to be with people my own age. I pulled on my favorite ripped jeans and crop top, only vaguely 

remembering what it felt like to wear something that showed more than my elbows.  

“Ahh I’m so glad you’re home!” Kate squealed as she embraced me on the front porch. “Me too. Traveling the country 

with family is exhausting, and plastering that stupid smile on my face for weeks is making me want to perpetually frown.” We 

climbed into her Jeep and zoomed back to her house to clean up for the party. It wasn’t going to be big, just close friends. But 

more importantly, there would be no dry banquet chicken or demonic high heels. 

My mom called as I carried in a box of string lights into the living room.  

“Hey! How’s Seattle?” “It’s well...raining. Your father is driving me a little less crazy than usual, and I’m currently 

stuffing my face with the fancy hotel cheese.”  

“Well, I just got to Kate’s and we’re planning on...laying around the house and watching movies for the night. Although 

we might really shake it up and rewatch Grey’s Anatomy.” She laughed and I shook off the slight anxiety I always got when lying 

to my mom. Although, it wasn’t really a lie because we did always watch movies, just after everybody left for the night.  

“Alright, just wanted to check in. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Love you, bye!”  

“Love you too.” I locked my phone and set out the drinks for the sequin covered girls that were already walking in. 

Tonight would be the fun night I so deserved!  
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I shivered in the linoleum-covered police station, realizing it was nothing like the many episodes of “SVU” I had 

watched. Kate’s parents had come to pick her up; but after a very brief and tense phone call with my mother, it was clear she 

was in no hurry to retrieve me.  

“Your father and I will pick you up once we’ve decided not to kill you.” She spoke plainly but with a heaviness that 

screamed political wife, master of deception and diplomacy. A mere eight hours later, she arrived. Her sharp footsteps pierced 

the narrowly lit hallway and I positioned myself as a poised lady in hopes that it would give some amount of accountability. 

Standing before me in her perfectly pressed teal tea coat and elegant pearls, she crossed her arms to take in the look of 

disappointment on my face that she had been waiting to see. She dug her nails into my shoulder and pulled me up towards the 

front desk. The officers were kind, but she was kinder. Grinning sternly, she asked if there was anything to be done about the 

situation. The officer responded, “no Ma’am, we were simply trying to keep her safe and away from the reporters. Once her 

name went across the police radio, we were asked to bring her in and make sure she was taken care of.” My mother sighed 

graciously, thanking the officers and cursing my name under her breath. We were met with a gust of wind as the doors opened 

to the parking lot. Grabbing my hand, she briskly guided me to the car and slammed the door. It was deathly silent. I was sure 

she would yell at me, but perhaps she would wait until we got home. Turning to face me, she pounced.  

“How could you do this? HOW could you do this?” Her hazel eyes cut through my pale skin.  

“I can explain, I’m sorry. It’s not what you think,” I said, attempting to apologize.  

“No! I think I am very clear about what happened last night, but you owe your father one hell of an explanation. You 

just put his entire career on the line with one stupid decision. It is not all about you, Kennedy. You may have just sat in a police 

station for a few hours, but it is very possible that this little stunt of yours cost your father the election.”  

Running out of breath, her phone rang. It was Meredith. I could tell because of the slight twitch that went across her 

face any time one of dad’s female campaign consultants called. “There’s what? Is there any way we could convince them not to 

run the story? Are you sure? I guess we’ll just have to manage.” She hung up the phone only to shove it right in my face. On the 

screen was the mock-up run of my picture being escorted into the police station with Kate in handcuffs. This was worse than I 

had ever imagined. I, the poised daughter of the future president, was now a tabloid special. Soon enough a fuzzy picture of my 

rushed entrance to the police building, alongside a perfect family photo, would be plastered across every online and print 

platform. It wouldn’t matter what the truth was, only what it looked like, just like everything else in my life. The perfect 

daughter, the perfect family. It didn’t matter what I did or didn’t do, that picture was all my dad and his campaign cared about. 

This is what my life had become: an extension of my father’s. 
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Dad slammed the door of our townhouse, screeching my name. I presented myself, having prepared for the yelling, 

disappointing tone, and slew of punishments the whole ride home. He paced in silence while his phone vibrated endlessly on 

the table. I began counting the number of tweet notifications, Facebook comments, and texts he would receive before actually 

speaking to me: 14...15...16...17, he looked up.  

“Kennedy. Would you like to guess how many phone calls I have gotten since your little party went public last night?” 

No response. “Please, go check my phone. Have a look at some of the many, many messages I have received.” I glanced at the 

buzzing phone perched on the table ten steps away and pulled myself from the couch to retrieve it. My father sat down, 

removing his glasses and rubbing his forehead reflectively. Rapidly arriving on his phone were messages condemning his 

parenting, personality, and lack of presence in our lives. Public and private individuals alike flooded his social media with 

critiques, criticisms, and comments on any and every detail they could get their hands on.  

“Sit down.” He paused, meeting my eyeline, “I cannot say that I am angry. I cannot say that I am sad. I am disappointed, 

frustrated, and overwhelmed, but most of all, relieved. Getting that phone call from your mother as she rushed to the airport 

was one of the most terrifying moments in my life. I am glad that you are okay, but I hope you know how much stress you have 

caused.” My face went white and I bowed my head, taking the inevitable blame that was about to reign down. “My campaign is 

now at stake because you made this choice. I very well may lose the election because of this. Our image, my image, is all we 

have now. And while it may not be ideal, you are a part of that image. Do better.” With that, he stood up, buttoned his jacket, 

and left me hanging on his last words. His honesty was one that I hadn’t heard since I was learning the consequences of 

jumping on the bed. He really just sat there and told me, his daughter, who less than 24 hours ago was sitting in the back of a 

cop car, to “do better.” I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or enraged. I didn’t want to be yelled at, but come on! Where is the 

fire? Why doesn’t he seem to care? The only thing he brought up was his campaign! I’ve known that I live in a fishbowl for 

years now. Most days, I can appreciate it. But today...today, I cannot. Any other parent would have yelled and screamed and 

punished me with all they could. There would have been a stern talking-to and a week-long mourning period for the trust that 

was lost. But no, in my family we cover up and move on. Not for ourselves, but for everyone else. My failures, successes, 

accomplishments, hopes, questions, and opinions, were all trumped by those of my father. The life of a politician’s daughter is 

not to have any of those things, but to be the perfect porcelain doll watching the confetti from afar. 

In the week following “the unfortunate misunderstanding,” as my dad had come to call it in the media, the news cycle 

turned towards the next scandal, and we returned to the campaign tour. On the occasion he was questioned, he spit out the 

pre-prepared statement that Meredith had concocted and efficiently guided the hosts back towards a discussion of his policy. 

Every few days, we’d arrive in a new city and take the stage as the role of supportive wife and kids, ready to be the face of the 
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country. With only two stops left and one month until the election, dad was at his all-time high. Rousing crowds and slaying 

opposition with his witty repertoire, he was truly living. My mom, Carter, and I had become regular background characters in 

his life, and the start of school only exacerbated that fact. Still attending public schools, Carter and I were accompanied by 

monsters of bodyguards noticeable from the end of the parking lot. They didn’t attend class with us, but were waiting at every 

door if we decided to step out of those four smelly brick walls. Every day brought new questions by my teachers of what would 

come next in Dad’s campaign and whether they could have him come speak to the class. Even my principal called me to his 

office to determine what the chances were of my dad holding an event at the school. It was getting out of control. My friends 

didn’t care so much, although Kate had been temporarily banned from our house and put on my mom’s “list of shame.” It was 

the outspoken political students that were really down my throat most days. If they weren’t discussing the merits of my dad’s 

campaign to my face, they were awkwardly silent and passing loaded looks whenever politics entered the discussion. It was as 

if I was incapable of having a mature conversation about the impending election without soliciting votes for my dad.  

October came and went. More parties, more dinners, more Cheeto puffs eaten to cope, and we finally arrived at the 

week of the election. My dad had been debating for months and seemed to be polling fairly well, for such a split populous. I sat 

in the den of the cluttered DC house while Meredith ran about like a chicken with her head cut off, squawking about some new 

flash poll that flipped New Jersey, New York, and Texas. My mom, still wearing her skirt and pantyhose, dug through the 

dishwasher rearranging everything so it would wash correctly. Carter was the most relaxed. Plopped in front of the TV in his 

underwear, he ever so carefully unwrapped the fancy chocolate he had pulled from one of the many gift baskets sitting to his 

left. I threw the now-empty Cheeto bag at his head just as he tried to hide his wrapper.  

“Hey! What was that for?” he whined.  

“If you’re gonna pick at his chocolate baskets, at least share!” After munching through the half dozen dark chocolates 

he had thrown me, I attempted to nap. The next 24 hours would change everything, I thought. I need to be fully rested to 

handle the extreme excitement and anxiety that is to come. Closing my eyes, I pictured the crashing waves of the Atlantic, and 

the sweet view from the hotel we stayed in before all the glamour of national campaigns. The chaos of the off-beat waves 

crashing against the rocks created the perfect harmony. A peace I hadn’t known since that time. It slowly faded away. 

BEEEEEEEEP. My eyes shot open and I quickly turned to shut off the alarm blaring from my phone. Inching across the 

cold hardwood floor, I made it all the way to my sock drawer before remembering that today was election day. Today was the 

day everything would change. Win, lose, or draw, my life would become a new kind of complicated. I thought through the 

schedule for the day: 

Election Day Staff Breakfast - 9:00 a.m.  
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Set up for Grandma, Granddad, and the cousins’ visit to DC - 11:00 a.m. 

Pick outfit for Election Night - 12:30 p.m. 

English and Statistics homework: 1:30 p.m. 

Nap - 3:00 p.m. 

This schedule was fairly normal for a weekend, but I was granted the day off from school today, given it was only a 

half day, and according to my mother,  “I cannot and will not set up this house for company all by myself. Carter is no help.” 

Therefore, it was decreed that I would spend my day around the house, unfortunately with my family. With all the quality time 

we have spent together over the last year...month...week, not to mention the time together in the coming evening, I was not 

excited. My father’s election party was being held at the Marriott on the west-side of DC, and all of the major Party leaders 

would be there. I think I saw him once in passing this morning, in transition between talking strategy at breakfast and entering 

his office for another day’s series of increasingly prestigious phone calls. I ended up with my mom most of the day in an 

attempt to cope with our growing anxiety and need for control by meticulously wrapping Christmas gifts.  

“Kennedy, you didn’t fold the corners of the gift right. It’s supposed to fold in equally first, then flip it back up. And 

could you have used any more tape? This thing looks like a Scotch tape factory spit up on it.” All afternoon, I endured her 

stress-induced comments and criticisms. While it was limited solely to the staging and decoration of the house, I became wary 

of speaking since it could so quickly become a battle royale.  

 I paced. Donning the annoying black tights my mother insisted that I wear to dinner, I faced what was to come. My 

dad, the one who makes my peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, might actually become president. In just a few short hours, he 

could be the leader of the United States of America. Staring at those stupid black heels by the door, I dreaded the idea of 

putting them on one last time for a campaign event. Nevertheless, I stuffed my feet in and grabbed my purse. It was time to go. 

 The barbecue dinner my dad insisted on having left me stuffed and hunched over in the green room full of obviously-

nervous family members. I smiled gracefully as the slew of aunts, uncles, and cousins twice removed asked the million dollar 

question: “what do you think will happen tonight?” Oh, how I loathed that question. And the funny part is that my response 

didn’t even matter. No one cared if I thought my dad would win or lose, although it was expected that I say he wins. My opinion 

was utterly useless, and spitting it out only made me long for the comfort of my bed even more than usual. I wandered off into 

the corner with Meredith to surround myself with people who were too occupied to bombard me with questions. She was on a 

headset chatting with the vice chair of dad’s campaign who was leading the charge in the hotel ballroom.  

“Make sure they’re all getting desserts. We ordered too many... get some more water for table five, and where’s 

George? Has anybody seen George?”  
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Her heels dug into the cheap carpet, and I turned to face the other sharply-dressed political drones. Hours went by 

and there was no news. Results from thousands of precincts poured in, and it was still too close to call. State by state 

announced their pick, and my dad finally emerged. I could see the stress on his face, hidden behind a smile, of course. Standing 

beside my mom and Carter, the news anchors began to call the races, saving President for last. I was glued to the TV. The 

crowded room went silent. Lights flashed: red, blue, red, blue, red, blue. This is it, 3...2...1. 
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The Color Blue 
By Haydn Hubbard 

- I - 

My mother warned me years ago that this would be the way the world ends, I only wish now that I had listened. The 

burnt orange sky glares back, ever present as always to remind us of our failure. The sight should be pretty, like an eternal 

sunset, yet it feels more like a sign that the world is ending, not only the day. There is something evil about the color orange, I 

can’t help but think. It is not quite an angry red, yet not a subdued yellow, but instead somewhere a passive fury boils inside 

that orange sky. A harsh and mechanical beeping startles me out of my trance, as I remember my time out here is limited. I 

adjust my oxygen tank lower over my nose and check the how much longer I have until I need to recharge: 12 minutes. I rush 

back to my home, careful to avoid places which once were populated, cities tend to carry diseases among other dangers.  

 The sight of the glass encased prison I call home is a relief as my oxygen tank reminds me I only have two more 

minutes worth of non-toxic air to breathe. I throw open the door to the decontamination chamber and slide in, slamming the 

door quickly in an attempt to not let any poison into the room. The decontamination chamber is a small padded room meant to 

cleanse anyone before they enter the house, so that we don’t pollute what little clean air we have. I strip my suit off of my 

sweating body and begin the process. A hose turns on overhead, showering me with cold water that sends a shock through my 

system. The water is drained beneath my feet into a tank, as it will later be purified for drinking purposes. Gusts of air, infused 

with some chemical which Uncle Wyatt refuses to tell me the name of, emit from the walls to finish the process. I discard of the 

heavy oxygen tank as I enter our home, sighing in relief as I relish in breathing the stale air without the burden of the tank on 

my back.   

 The compound, as we call it, was built by Uncle Wyatt and my father, his brother, during the beginning stages of the 

apocalypse. It is a four room building, hidden under layers of metal and bulletproof glass, with filtered air so that we can 

breathe without our oxygen tanks. I’m the only female in the house, both my parents died five years ago when I was 12, so it’s 

only Uncle Wyatt, Gray, and me now.  

 “Eden, you forgot your glove, again.” Gray shouts at me from behind the kitchen counter, tossing a glove my way. 

Gray’s family apparently used to live next to mine before their death, his younger sister and both parents were three of the 

first victims of the apocalypse. I never knew them, I wasn’t born yet. My mother was pregnant when the apocalypse began, so I 

never had any idea of how life was before, unlike Gray. He is five years older than I am, so he at least has fragments of memory 

remaining, like how there used to be communities and the sky wasn’t orange.   

 “Sorry, I was thinking.” I catch the silk garment and pull it over my left hand, my mind momentarily surrounded by 

darkness, until a few seconds pass and I can see through my own eyes again. Gray rolls his eyes.  



 
146 

 “You’re always thinking, or rather not thinking,” he sighs as he flicks my forehead, “But I’ll bite, what were you 

thinking of now.”  

 “About how she’s going to be in trouble for going out after dark after I told her not to.”  

 “Uncle Wyatt the sky doesn’t get dark anymore, there’s only bright orange and dim orange.” I roll my eyes and 

prepare myself for a lecture as my uncle enters the room. Wyatt is a tall, lanky man who walks with a perpetual limp, his body 

composed of lean and seasoned muscle. His grey eyes seem to bore holes in my soul, causing me to sink guiltily into my chair, 

avoiding eye contact.  

 “And once that sky is ‘dim orange’ they send out the Ringers, and I don't want you to become another statistic on the 

underground radio!”   

 “That gang doesn’t like these parts, and I’m quick, I can avoid them.” The Ringers are one of the many gangs the 

apocalypse produced, known for their silent stalking. Those who watched their families murdered at the hands of the gang 

remember the only sign that they were a target was the ringing they heard in their ear before the assault. The core belief 

which fuels the gang is that there are not enough resources for everyone who survived the end times, and that they have been 

ordained by God to kill off any survivors so that they, his chosen people, may live. It is well known already that the Earth is 

dying, humanity killed her after all, and she can’t sustain us forever. I understand the motives, but I’m not sure times would 

become desperate enough that I would ever take another life.   

 “Don’t forget that she didn’t wear the glove.” Gray points out, earning a glare from me as I fiddle with the seam on one 

of the fingers.  

 “You what?”   

 “I thought there might be memories in the trees!”  

 “You- you thought there might be memories in the trees? You were risking potentially getting killed so you could look 

for memories in the trees?” Wyatt groans and rubs his temples, as if the thought of me risking my life in search of memories of 

the time before now gave him a sudden migraine. I feel guilty at the sight, I know how he feels about my abnormality, but I 

can’t control what I am, or what I can do.   

 “Just please, if you go out take Gray with you, and don't go out after dark. I don’t ask much, just that you stop putting 

yourself in danger for answers you don’t need to know.” With this Wyatt limps back to his and Gray’s room, leaving us alone 

again. It is silent for a moment, as I glare at Gray, who pretends not to notice.  

 “You had to tell him about the glove, didn't you?” I hiss from between my teeth, slowly murdering him with my eyes.  
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 “You’re the one using your gift again when you know Wyatt doesn't want you to,” he points out momentarily silencing 

me, “But, did you find anything?”   

 “No, nothing out of the usual. I saw the way it was before, green and living. I saw children run in fields of flowers, 

some long legged creature with sweet eyes raised her baby there. The baby had dots along her back, almost like freckles.”  

 “You mean a deer?”  

 “Yes I suppose that’s what a deer would look like wouldn't it,” I trail off, fondly remembering watching the fawn take 

its first few steps into the living world, “Then it told the same story that everyone else seems to tell me. I saw its limbs shrivel, 

then the grass became brown and eventually fade to ash in the wind. Then it died, and I couldn’t see anymore.” Gray looks at 

me with a concerned hesitance in his warm brown eyes, as if he wants to know more but is afraid that if he does I too with fade 

away.   

 “Did you feel it… did you feel it die?”  

 “No,” I whisper after a long pause, “I couldn’t feel anything. I never can, it’s an empty process.” We both go silent, only 

the mechanical hum of the air filter fills the dead air between us.  Even in the safety of the Compound it feels as if the Haze is 

taunting us with that odious orange sky, the incessant buzzing of the filter mocks us puny humans who have to hide in metal 

lumps to survive. The Earth seems to scream out to us as she’s dying, crying laments of how we failed her, how she gave us the 

air from her lungs and we shoved our cancer sticks down her throat. The Haze choked her to death, now I uppose it will kill us 

too. And yet, I feel completely numb.   

 “Come on, you’ve had a long day. I’ll lock down the Compound tonight so you can get some rest. You hungry?” I shake 

my head no, “Alright, get to bed then, I’ll see you in the morning.” Gray ruffles my hair affectionately then goes to begin the 

lockdown process. Every night one of us has to check all the exits for signs of oxygen leakage from the outside world, then bolt 

the doors closed before placing an extra layer of iron between us and the rest of the world. I forgot it was supposed to be my 

turn tonight.  

 “Goodnight!”   

 “Night, Eden.”   
- II - 

 I couldn’t sleep tonight, instead I stared at the ironclad ceiling until the walls seemed to close in on me. Finally I’ve 

had enough and leap from my bed and carefully tread back to the kitchen where it is a bit more spacious. I lean. my elbows 

against the table and groan, my insomnia always decides to ail me at the worst times.  

“Why’re you awake?” I jump as I spin around to see Uncle Wyatt sitting on the floor with his back to the wall.  
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 “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he chuckles softly, “come, sit.” I walk over and gently sit on the ground next to him, the 

cold metal sending a shiver through my spine. We rest silently for a moment, listening to the mechanical hum of the compound 

and each other’s breathing, neither one of us wanting to make the first move. I think back to what Gray told me earlier, and 

figure that now is as good of a time as any to find some answers.  

 “What was it like before?”  

 “What?”  

 “What was it like before the world ended,” I ask tentatively, like my words might light a fire in this already blazing 

hell, “I know you don’t like it when I ask but I’m curious. I’d rather find out from you than the trees.” He doesn't laugh at my 

joke, just stares at me silently for a moment, with an unrecognizable emotion displayed across his face. I nervously pick at the 

blemishes on my arm while I wait for his answer, until he swats away my hands disapprovingly.  

 “It was chaotic, but I suppose anything is better than it is now,” he finally says, gazing into the distance as if in a 

trance, “People lived together in homes on top of the ground rather than under. We lived in communities, such as towns or 

cities. We would have jobs where we made money and new friends, and enemies of course. There were hard times but we 

always had a community to support us, unlike now. I suppose that’s what I miss the most, community, and your father of 

course.”  

 “That sounds amazing.”  

 “It was, but it was never easy. There was poverty, war, disease, and crime in every corner.” His features harden as he 

talks of the beginning of the fall, yet there in something more hiding behind it all. I can barely comprehend all he is telling me, 

nor have I ever seen Wyatt look so alive. His grey eyes glaze over as if what he is seeing is not the iron wall before him, but 

something entirely different. His thin lips press together in what almost resembles a smile, a rare sight in times like these.  

 “War? You mean there’s other nations? Do you think they're safe from the Haze? Could we go there?” As soon as the 

idea begins to form in my head Wyatt shatters it with a stern yet sorrowful look.  

 “Don’t begin to hope, that's the cruelest thing you can do to yourself in times like these,” he warns, “The Haze is there 

too. The whole world ended Eden, not only ours.” I silence myself for a moment, my mind reeling from this new information. 

Wyatt sighs and settles back against the cold wall, seemingly exhausted from reminiscing, but I am not done yet.  

 “Is that why you never want me to use my gift? You don’t want me to have hope?”  

 “No, I don’t want you to see what you could have had, when the Haze is all you have now. You’ll turn out like me, old 

and cynical.” He laughs dryly, though there is no humor in his words. Come to think of it, Wyatt is always miserable. He spends 
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his days confined to the Compound, pacing these narrow cells struggling to find ways to provide for us. The Haze is all I’ve ever 

known, I can’t even imagine having all I’ve known stolen from me.   

 “How did the world end?” Wyatt stares at me from the corner of his eye for a moment, but his demeanor shifts. He 

abruptly stands and pulls me to my feet with him.  

 “No more questions, it’s late. Go back to bed.”   

 “Uncle Wyatt please, you’ve seen it all, I’ve never known anything else! How can you reprimand me for searching for 

my own answers when you won’t give them to me?” I argue to his turned back. I watch as the muscles in his lean figure tense 

and I know I have struck a nerve within him. I almost feel proud for eliciting a response from the stoic man, but that pride soon 

turns to guilt and regret when I see the broken look on his face when he turns back around.  

 “Not knowing is the best blessing your family gave you, trust me. It’s nearly impossible to live now knowing how it 

was.” I want to cry, to hug him, to promise I’ll never ask him another question about it again, but I never can seem to stop 

myself before it’s too late. As he turns to go back to bed I hear myself utter a final question.  

 “What color was the sky?”   

 I expect him to keep walking, to ignore the question or give me a cold response like he normally does, yet he pauses 

for a moment.  

 “Blue. The sky was a bright blue, Eden.”  And with that he goes back to bed, limping the whole way. I watch him go 

before plunking myself into a chair. What is the color blue? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before, not in a way which I could 

recall knowing of the pigmentation. I don’t have the heart to ask Wyatt anything else, nor do I think he’d answer anymore of 

my questions. I could ask Gray, but he’d probably just go straight to Wyatt and I wouldn't get any answers then anyways. I 

know Wyatt probably told me all this to keep me from looking for answers on my own, but his replies only made me more 

curious. Perhaps the answers I crave are hidden in the one place I’m forbidden to go.   

 Uncle Wyatt would kill me if he knew what I was planning on doing, and the thought of breaking the old man’s heart 

is almost enough for me to not go at all, but my curiosity is stronger. I shove a few provisions into a knapsack and slide on my 

newly refilled oxygen tank. I pack an extra tank for good measure before heading towards the Compound exit. At the last 

minute I turn around a snag a family photo of my family and Gray’s for good luck, and to ground myself after I use my gift, 

before leaving the compound. The air outside is sticky and warm as the Haze greets me. The sky is still a dark orange, the color 

of a midsummer’s tan rather than the bright pumpkin color it is in the day. The blood moon shines its pale glow onto the pages 

of my map as I begin my trek North to the city.  
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- III - 

A few miles from the compound there’s an abandoned city that has been decimated by the Haze, as all cities and towns 

have been. Uncle Wyatt once told me it used to be known as Atlanta, Georgia. I don’t know what an Atlanta is but I suppose I 

am about to find out. I manage to make it to the city at the break of dawn. The bright orange sky floods over its darker 

counterpart, and in a matter of moments the once temperate air is sweltering. I begin to sweat profusely under my layers of 

gear to the point where it feels like I am sliding in my boots. I cave and rip my glove off, I won’t be needing it soon enough 

anyways.   

 I have to check my map twice to make sure I am at the right place when I first see Atlanta, this hunk of metal can’t 

possibly be the great city Uncle Wyatt described it to be, but it is. All the majestic buildings that had been described to me have 

corroded and are crumbling at the very brush of the wind, some laying as merely a pile of rubble in the dust. I begin to make 

my way to the tallest remains of a building, if I want to know what happened I will need to be able to see as much as possible.   

The ascension to the top of the building is risky, some of the stairs are missing and exposed so I have to climb the 

rubble on the wall. As I reach the final floor I see the building had a rooftop terrace once, and that the only way there is a rod 

hanging from the ceiling which I assume was once part of a ladder. With a deep breath and a running start I throw myself at 

the rung and use the momentum to push myself skyward. I land with a thud on my back on the roof, temporarily knocking the 

wind out of me. I stand, coughing, and take a staggering step forward towards the antenna protruding from what is left of the 

ground below me. I take a look at my gloveless hand and then in a hurried movement, thrust it forward to grip the hot metal.  

 The city is transformed, buildings of brick and steel appear where the rubble once was, loud machines filled with 

people zoom by on the roads, and people greet each other in the streets instead of fleeing for their lives. Then I see the sky, it is 

a clear color that reminds me of water and peace, this must be the color blue Wyatt told me about. The sky looks clean, the sun 

is a glowing yellow, and tiny fluffy white clouds flit across the serene canvas. I forget for a moment all about the Haze. Night 

comes and extravagantly dressed adults flood the terrace, laughing, dancing, and drinking from fancy glasses together. The 

morning comes and the day begins again, repeating as if on a loop. I hardly notice the water beginning to dry and the people 

beginning to wear less as they sweat in the dead of winter. Then it all changes, the nuclear power plant  

explodes, destroying half of the city with it. People run screaming through the streets, then the next day no one leaves their 

homes, there is an orange haze hanging over the city.   

 As I watch it all intently I begin to hear a ringing in my ear, thinking nothing of it I wait for something to happen, until 

I remember. I pry my hand from the antenna and duck underneath a nearby table as the first gunshots ring out. The bullets 

ring as they bounce off the antenna where I just stood moments before. I hear heavy footsteps crunch as they land on my 

knapsack which I dropped in the scuffle. The quiet is unsettling when suddenly the table is ripped from before me, and as I lay 



151 
 

 
 

on my back I stare up into the face of a woman. In one hand she holds her gun, pointing it at me, in the other she holds the 

photo I had packed.  

 “What is your name?” Her voice is cold and leaden, void of any emotion.  

 “Why should I tell you?”  

 “Well for obvious reasons I’m the one holding the gun, so you’d better hope you're who I think you are.” Her oddly 

familiar stare is unrelenting and I hear her clicking her tongue behind her teeth in a threatening way.   

 “Eden.” She sucks in a sharp breath that echoes through the hollow tube of her oxygen tank, and lowers her weapon 

to offer me her hand.  

 “We’d better get going then, the others in the gang will be coming soon and we can’t let them find you here.”   

 “Why are you helping me?” I take her hand and she pulls me up in one deft motion as if I only weighed as much as a 

feather. I don’t worry about whether or not this is a trap, if she’d wanted me dead I would have been shot back on that terrace.   

 “Look at the photo again.” I begin to grow tired of her vague answers by the time we reach the bottom of the building. 

I glare at the photo as she begins to lead me farther North, away from the Compound. I squint at the photograph and then 

realize why those eyes are so familiar, and that the girl who had tried to kill me and help me all this same should be long dead. 

Gray told me his sister had died, and yet here is Luci, who is very much alive.   

 Luci and I had arrived at her home just after sundown, and as we sit staring across from each other I feel as if I am 

drowning in questions. She’s explained to me that the gang took her in as a child after her parents were killed in the initial 

phases of the Fall, and that she had assumed Gray and my family had also perished.   

 “How did the world end then?”  

 “It wasn't one specific thing, the temperatures rose, oceans flooded, power plants released too many chemicals into 

the air. No one knows specifically how or when it happened just that it did.” She shrugs her shoulders nonchalantly as if she 

were casually speaking of the daily news.   

 “But you’ve asked enough questions, my turn. Your power you mentioned? How did you get it? Nothing else is 

abnormal about you.” I flinch at the word abnormal, though I suppose it suits me.   

 “I don’t know for sure. Wyatt told me the first breath I took was of the Haze so maybe that has something to do with 

it? It doesn’t make sense I know, but it’s the only theory I have.”  

 “Maybe the Earth is giving humanity a chance to right its wrongs?” She nods thoughtfully as she stares at me. It feels 

more like she’s staring into me that at me, as if she can see something I didn’t know what there.   
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 “I don’t know where to start though. I thought if I knew how it all began I could reverse it but that clearly isn’t 

working out.” The situation feels hopeless as I think back to my time on the roof, I saw what I wanted to have, not how to bring 

it back.   

 “You’ll figure it out. I have to go make a report to the gang now, I’ll be back soon.” And with that she leaves me alone 

with my thoughts in a strange house. I wonder how Wyatt and Gray are doing, I suppose they think I am dead by now. Maybe 

that is for the better, Wyatt will have one less thing to worry about and I’ll have one less thing stopping me from achieving my 

goal.  

- IV - 

 In the past month that I’ve lived with Luci I’ve learned more about the world before the Fall than I thought ever 

possible. During the day we travel through towns and forests searching for memories, then during the night I stay home while 

she goes out and fulfills her duties with the other Ringers. Originally I was disgusted that I was living with a Ringer, but now I 

live in almost a state of denial, I can’t imagine Luci killing anyone. I’ve come to see her less as a gang member and more as 

Gray’s little sister, and as my friend.   

 The sky is now beginning to dim as we lay in the shade under a withered tree in a nearby town. Luci reclines a foot 

away from me with her arms propped behind her head. Her tan biceps glisten with sweat in the fading sun, drawing my eye to 

the snake tattoo on her arm. It seems curious that I’ve never noticed it before, it is a serpent wrapped around a dead olive 

branch and takes up most of her right shoulder. I want to ask her what it means but she looks so peaceful right now, so I leave 

it alone to fester in the back of my mind.   

“Sometimes I feel like I could live in the memories I watch.” I say after the silence becomes suffocating, “It’s so much 

better there, and I can’t feel any pain at all. It’s like living life without all the bad stuff thrown in.”  

 “Then you’d never see me again.”   

 “I take it back then!” She laughs at my hurried response and I swear it’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. She 

opens her eyes and stares at the sun for a moment before rising to her feet.  

 “Come on,” she says, extending her hand, “It’s almost dark.” I accept her help with a smile and we begin our short 

walk back to our home.   

 Luci left as soon as she had changed out her oxygen tank for a full one, leaving me alone at home again. Normally we 

don’t get back until late so I immediately go to bed, but it’s still early today, so I decide to explore the rest of the house. Nothing 

seems out of the ordinary, until I find a locked door hidden behind a painting. Reason tells me to let it go but my curiosity 

always has been my most potent vice. I search until I find a loose brick, then pry it up to find a rusty key. Running back to the 
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door I insert the key into the lock and grin to myself as I hear a satisfying pop from inside. Carefully I push it open, and to my 

horror I realize that this once I have found more than I wanted.   

 Mounted all along the wall are various objects, jewelry, scarves, knives, even hair, and I realize that these are her 

trophies from her kills. Suddenly shaking, I find myself walking closer to the wall and spot something familiar, my mother’s 

wedding ring. With shaky hands I reach up, and against my better judgement I wrap my fingers around the ring and pull it 

from the wall.   

 I don't need to watch to know what will happen next. I watch my father get down on one knee and my parents get 

married under a blue sky. I watch my own birth and childhood all the way up until seven years ago, when they left the 

compound to search for more provisions and then never returned. I hear that familiar ringing and watch my father fall, then 

my mother. I see Luci look down on both of them, cold and indifferent, as she slides the ring off my mother’s finger. The 

memory ends, but the ringing is still in my ear.  

 “You finished early.” I growl without turning around, but when I do there is Luci, pointing her gun at me again.  

 “You weren't supposed to see that.”   

 “Why did you keep me alive, if you killed them. We are no different, I am their daughter.” I feel tears prick the corners 

of my eyes but I won't let them fall. I refuse to be blinded now that I am seeing clearly.   

 “You are different though,” she says taking a menacing step forward, “We heard reports of a girl who could see 

memories, we needed you. You could tell us where the others are hidden, no one knows that better than a crack in the wall.”  

 “I will not help you kill people!” She laughs dryly, as if I had said something humorous.  

 “I don’t think you have a choice.” She clicks the safety off her gun and gestures towards the door with it, I have no 

choice but to comply.   

 “If you saw Gray, would you kill him too?” I stall for time as I spot my knapsack on the coatrack, and pull the familiar 

weapon out by the barrel.  

 “There’s no place for family in this world Eden.” She shrugs, making me feel sick.  

 “No, there’s not.” In one swift motion I shoot her dominant hand, rendering her unable to fire back at me. She cries 

out in pain and clutches her hand while I make a run for it. By the time she realizes what has happened I'm long gone.   

 I don't stop running until I see the compound in sight, and pray that Gray and Wyatt haven't locked it yet. I hesitate 

for a moment, knowing if I enter now I won’t ever be allowed to stand under the sun again, Luci will be hunting for me. I take a 

final glance at the dying sun and mutter an apology to the Earth. I promise I will find a way to save her one day, but not Luci’s 
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way, no matter how desperate the times are. Will a final glance I heave open the door to the compound and step inside, 

shutting out the Haze forever.   
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White Kurti 
By Manaal Iqbar 

We approached the entrance to the Anarkali market. It was like passing through a portal into another dimension. 

Suddenly, it was dark except for the industrial lamps hanging five feet apart emitting a soft yellow glow onto the stalls. Pressed 

against one another, most of the stalls weren’t bigger than a parking spot. The design was clearly meant to shove as many 

vendors into as little space as possible. Old apartment buildings that had been broken with age towered over us; most were no 

longer in use except for the people who didn’t have a home that tried to make one among the broken windows and decaying 

walls.   

From a balcony, a woman stared at the bustling marketplace. Her tattered dupatta was loosely wrapped around her 

head as she rested her chin in her hand, watching the people below like a princess watching the townspeople from her castle. 

Our eyes met for an instant, and in her hardened gaze I could have sworn I saw a glimmer of desperation before I quickly 

looked away. If there’s one thing I learned in Pakistan, it’s that you never interact with the beggars. I’ve felt guilty for blatantly 

ignoring their cries for help, like the anguish I thought I saw in the woman’s eyes, but that guilt was often overpowered by the 

fear I had about what might happen to me if I didn’t look away.   

As Mama and I continued walking toward our destination, stall owners kept yelling over one another, trying to get us 

to buy their khussas, shalwars, and chooriyan.   

“Ma’am! Ma’am! Have you seen our selection of chooriyan? Just for you, I’ll lower our price from 1,500 rupees to 

1,000. What do you say? Ma’am? Ma’am-”, a gentleman cried out as he reached for me with his hand.   

Mama pulled my arm to get me away from him and I whipped my head so I was facing forward again.   

“Saira, bhatameezi muth karo!  Can you act a little normal please??” She said sternly.   

It was a rookie mistake to make eye contact with the shop owners. I tried to stare straight ahead so I could carefully 

avoid their faces as we kept walking; I definitely did not know enough Urdu to survive any sort of confrontation from one of 

them. Despite my efforts, I couldn’t help but admire what was for sale. The chooriyan that sparkled in the dull lighting of the 

marketplace caught my eye as I thought about which shalwar kameez, a traditional combination dress, they would match with. 

The khussas reminded me of the new trend I had seen back home where sandals with similar patterns and designs had come 

into mainstream fashion.   

_______________ 

1 A long, flowy scarf  
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A beautiful dusty rose shalwar kameez on display in the front of a store caught my eye. I tapped Mama’s shoulder and 

pointed it out to her.   

“Hey, that shalwar kameez looks kind of pretty,” I sheepishly whispered.   

She barely looked at it before shaking her head and pouting at me. “Saira, it’s such a boring color, why do you always 

have to choose such boring colors?”  

My smile fell from my face as I sighed and waved it off. I should have known. It was very typical of Mama to dislike 

anything I thought was pretty. Personally, I thought that shalwar kameez was much more vibrant and colorful than the ones I 

was usually attracted to. I picked it out because I thought both of us would like it, but I was wrong again.   

Mama came to a stop at a small store nestled among all of the other stalls. I peered through the glass paneling and saw 

a great load of kurtis hung up for sale. Kurtis were blouse-like tops that were the object of streetwear for many women in 

Pakistan. My mom  entered the stall and immediately started searching through the racks and picking out her favorites. At a 

mirror, she held each one before her and studied it for a moment before tossing it into my arms. She kept rifling through the 

tops and passing them to me until I could barely see over the pile of kurtis I was holding. The woman was an inexhaustible 

shopper.   

Thankfully, Mama came to the end of the last rack and we headed towards the fitting room. I thought most of the 

kurtis she chose would be for her, but when she picked up the kurti at the top of the pile and looked at me with anticipation, I 

mentally sighed. We were going to be here for a while.   

I think I tried on three dozen kurtis, at the very least, but my mother had managed to only pick out three for me that 

she liked. In hopes that Mama would decide to buy some more, one of the store clerks had even come by and started giving 

(unsolicited) opinions on the kurtis as I tried them on. It made me uncomfortable and I wanted him to leave but Mama didn’t 

seemed bothered by him so I couldn’t really do anything about it.   

We reached a white kurti sewn with blue, red, and orange embroidery over the chest. Upon first glance it looked really 

pretty, it was a nice blend of simple and colorful. I tried it on and the top fit me almost perfectly. I admired myself in the 

dressing room mirror: the way the kurti flowed gracefully from side to side as I swayed my hips, the way the sleeves were just 

the right length and had a beautiful cuffing, and the way the embroidery brought out my eyes. Mama called me from the 

waiting area and I nervously stepped out to show her. I hoped she would like it so I could buy a kurti I liked too, but I knew the 

chances of that happening were low. This white kurti was probably too plain for her.   

To my surprise, she smiled. “Aw Saroo, this one is really pretty! Do you like it?”  
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I nodded, “Yeah I think it looks really nice on me, and the color scheme is pretty too.”  

She hummed in agreement, “You know, this one looks kind of American too, don’t you think?”  

I looked at the kurti from the side and tilted my head, I could see where she was coming from. Recently, there was a 

trend in western fashion where blouses that resembled many kurtis and shalwar kameezes from South Asia had become 

mainstream. Back home, this kurti could easily pass for one of those colorful blouses. “You know, I kind of see it,” I said. She 

had taken out her phone and was busy texting as she nodded absentmindedly, “It even looks like something you could wear to 

school,” she added.  

I froze. I couldn’t tell if time had slowed or if my panicked state wasn’t letting me move. The kurti swayed back and 

forth for an eternity before coming to a rest at my hips. I thought of walking through the halls, past teachers and friends and 

strangers in that thing. Images of eating lunch, going to class, or even talking to someone while wearing it flashed through my 

mind.   

I stared at myself in the mirror and the girl that stared back was supposed to be me, but she wasn’t. I frowned, I was 

confused and in a way, disgusted. This girl didn’t look as pretty as the first one, she looked—weird. Her eyes were duller. On 

her, the colors from the embroidery were too vibrant, the flowy shape was too loose, the kurti was too Pakistani.   

I hid my discomfort from my mother, “You know, I think I’d rather just wear it to one of our dawats instead.” In the 

mirror, my eyes met hers.  

“Why? Why can’t you wear it to school?” she said. I caught a hint of apprehension in her voice and knew it was better 

to give in than to let this escalate.   

“I just think that it would look better there instead of at school,” I mumbled. So much for giving in.  

She did that thing that moms do when they exhale deeply from their nose, indicating her obvious disagreement with 

the situation, but she didn’t say anything else. She handed me the next kurti to try on and the moment was over. Or so I 

thought.   

 ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  
I walked through the gates of my cousin’s house and bolted for the bed. Every time we came to visit Pakistan we 

always stayed at my cousin’s house, it was a home away from home. I dropped myself face first into the mattress, relishing in 

its softness and comfort as it sank under my weight. Mama walked in behind me carrying bags full of kurtis we had purchased.   

2 A gathering/party comprised of primarily Muslim families  
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“Saira, come pack these away into the suitcases,” she said. I groaned into the mattress as she took out everything we 

had bought from their bags and started organizing them on the bed. Once she finished, I sat up straight and picked up the one 

in front of me, “Hey Mama, which suitcase do you want me to—”  

She was gone. I had a feeling she was upset about earlier, but I honestly didn’t feel like dealing with her right now. My 

style of clothing had long been one of our touchy subjects. Why?  

I had no idea.  

I shrugged it off and dragged one of the empty suitcases to the front of the bed. I put my headphones on, played my 

favorite album, and started unwrapping the kurtis from their plastic packaging and folding them neatly into the suitcase. It 

was a mindless task really, until I came across a familiar white kurti covered in blue, red, and orange thread and enveloped in 

glossy plastic.   

I held it in my hands as my thumb brushed the smooth packaging. Slowly, almost fearfully, I pulled it out and stroked 

the soft cotton-blend fabric. It might have been the way the light bounced against the embroidery, but something compelled 

me to try it on. I slipped it on and ran to the mirror in the corner of the room.   

Staring at myself in the mirror, I was reminded of how beautiful I thought the kurti looked when I first tried it on back 

at the stall. I imagined all of the dawats, Friday trips to the mosque, and Muslim events it would be perfect for. The aunties that 

would envy the beauty that radiated off of it and onto me: the way it made me look slimmer and the way it brought out my 

eyes.   

Suddenly, my mother appeared in the doorway. No matter how hard I studied her face, her expression remained 

emotionless. Falling back into my blissful ignorance, I assumed everything was fine and twirled in the kurti as I approached 

her.   

“It looks pretty right?” I asked.  

“Yes,” she muttered.  

Yes? That was all she had to say?  I tried again, “Doesn’t the embroidery resemble the shirt I have back home?”  

“You mean the one you wear to school all the time?” she asked irritatingly.  

Ah, that’s what this is about.   

I laughed, but my laughter was speckled with uneasiness, I was completely lost on how to move forward. I took a deep 

breath and gently asked her, “Are you still mad about earlier?”   

She exploded into a burst of fiery rage, “Yes Saira! I’m obviously still mad about the stunt you pulled at the market. Me 

toh heran regayti, I was so shocked. Apko patha he, back home most girls beg their moms to take them to Macy’s or Nordstrom 
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to buy blouses that look just like our kurtis so they can go to school and brag about their unique fashion to their friends!” she 

yelled. I struggled to hold back tears, if I started crying it would only make things worse. However, Mama wasn’t done, “Yet 

here you are—too ashamed of your own culture to wear an already American-looking kurti to school! Is that what you are? 

Ashamed?!”  

At this point, tears were streaming down my face. She stood expectantly, waiting for me to speak, but I couldn’t. It was 

silent, the patter of my tears hitting the floor filled the room as I hung my head and closed my eyes, trying to wake up from this 

terrible dream.   

Why didn’t you give in?  

“Saira, mujhse baat karo, answer me when I’m talking to you. Don’t make that crying face you always do,” she said. It 

felt like a taunt, like she was mocking me. I squeezed my eyes shut even harder and a cascade of tears was released from my 

eyelashes. In front of me was a puddle of water growing larger by the second. Why wasn’t I waking up?!  

“It’s not that I’m ashamed,” I whispered. My breathing had turned shaky as I struggled to compose myself.   

“What did you say? Speak up and look at me when you talk!” she said. I jerked my head upwards and rushed forward 

until my face was inches away from hers. “I said, it’s not that I’m ashamed! I’m just—scared!” I shrieked. When Mama did 

nothing but stare at me, I couldn’t stop myself from leaning back and continuing to yell, “Did you ever think about what it 

would be like for me to wear a kurti to school? It’s already so hard being a Pakastani Muslim and getting labeled left and right 

for parts of my identity I have no control over, why can’t you let me have control over what I wear?!” My hands were in the air, 

flailing more violently as my voice got louder, “In any other situation I wear whatever you want me to right?! Every dawat, 

every wedding, every Friday prayer, it’s always YOUR choice, so why can’t what I wear to school be mine?! Why can’t that one 

thing be mine?!” I wailed.   

I took a step back and realized what I had just said. I looked at my arms frozen in midair above my head and 

reluctantly brought them back to my side.  

Mama scoffed and rolled her eyes is utter disbelief, “You think you’re the only one who struggles with this? There are 

millions of Muslims in America who have to deal with those labels and,” she raised her hands and made air-quotes, “‘their 

identity.’ The world doesn’t revolve around you, Saira. I have to wear hijab everyday of my life and you don’t think I get 

scared? But I continue to do it because I have a responsibility to my culture and my religion and my identity,” she said.  

“But I do it too, in almost every aspect of my life, except for school,” I whimpered.  

“Why is school any different then? Huh? Tell me! Tell me what kind of daughter I raised!” she demanded.   
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I shook my head in despair as I cried even more. I already told her why! And why are you still crying?! She still doesn’t 

get it. She still doesn’t understand.  

“You still don’t understand,” I said softly. I turned away from my mother and stepped forward. In the mirror, I stared 

at the kurti in disgust. This never would have happened if I had never said I liked it in the first place. I wish I could have left it in 

the stall.  

“Then why did you tell her it was pretty?”   

I rubbed my eyes in confusion, trying to wipe the tears from them so I could see clearly. I glanced at the reflection of 

my face, and in my blurred vision, the face that stared back started to look more foreign. I was no longer staring at myself, I 

was staring at a girl. It was the girl from before, the one who didn’t fit the kurti right back in the dressing room. She looked like 

me but at the same time—didn’t: a stranger.   

“You heard me, why did you tell Mama it was pretty?” she asked again.  

My mouth hung open in shock. Am I dead?  

“No,” she said rolling her eyes, clearly exasperated.   

My crying had stopped. I was speechless but the impatient tapping of her foot forced me to speak, “It was pretty, I 

just—I don’t know.”  

“Then why don’t you want to wear it to school?” she pushed.   

I sighed shakily, still not fully recovered from the crying, “I guess I don’t want to be that Asian girl who shows up to 

school in her kurtis you know. Right now everyone thinks of me as one of them, as part of the group. I’m scared that if I wear it 

to school, no one will remember anything about me except that I once wore an ‘Indian dress’ to school or something like that,” 

I took a deep breath in. “It’s different when you’re at a party surrounded by other Muslims who are wearing the same thing 

and when you’re at school and everyone is in their designer, mainstream clothes,” I finished, exhaling slowly.   

The stranger smiled at me knowingly, “I know it can be hard, but that’s the thing, we will never truly ‘belong.’ There 

will always be some part of us, some part of our identity that will never be able to be part of the group,” she said.    

She must have seen the hope in my eyes fade because she quickly continued, “But that doesn’t mean to reject yourself 

entirely. You have to find beauty in what will never belong, you have to find acceptance. Take this kurti,” she said as she 

gestured at the white fabric, “You’ve already seen western fashion try to copy this style, this design, but you and I both know it 

can never truly replace the original. How can you not see the beauty in that?”  

She had a point. “I guess you’re right,” I mumbled.   
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I looked at the stranger in the mirror. I looked at her kurti, the way it hugged her chest and then flowed outwards at 

the hip, the way the sleeves were a perfect length, the way the embroidery brought out her eyes. All of a sudden, her eyes 

didn’t look as dull anymore, she didn’t look like a stranger, she looked like—me. As if she knew what I was thinking, she 

smiled. I gently pressed my hand against the cool glass, expecting her to reach out and take it, but she didn’t. She was gone, and 

I was left with nothing but my own reflection.  

“What are you doing Saira?” Mama said as she and I locked eyes through the mirror, snapping back into reality. It 

didn’t seem like she saw the girl in the mirror that I had.   

I pulled my hand away from the mirror and faced her. With a deep breath I spoke, “Listen, I’m not ashamed of my 

culture but trying to constantly protect it leaves me scared of showing it off. I get scared that someone will try to push me into 

this mold of the Asian girl who wear kurtis all the time. I don’t want that to become my entire identity.” I was calmer now, my 

breathing had steadied itself, and the tears had stopped pouring down my face. I anxiously watched Mama, waiting for her 

response.  

She exhaled deeply from her nose, indicating what I thought was her disagreement with my oration, but then she 

slumped her shoulders and hung her head, and I realized that she looked—defeated. “Okay, whatever you want. I know it can 

get hard sometimes but I don’t want you to lose confidence in yourself, I don’t want you to forget about where you came from 

in a rush to fit in,” she replied.   

I ran forward and hugged her, “I promise I won’t.”  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
It had been a week since we had come back from Pakistan. Among many things, I was still extremely jet lagged and I 

had forgotten how much I missed drinking tap water without worrying about contracting typhoid. Our departure had been 

bittersweet, my mother and I didn’t revisit our heated conversation, and though neither of us formally apologized, somehow 

we both knew the other was sorry, and we left it at that.   

It was my first day of junior year and I had been planning this day since the moment I set foot on American soil. I took 

one last look in the mirror, and smiled at the girl staring back—me. The girl in the mirror never visited again. Maybe the entire 

event was magic, or maybe it was a hallucination produced as a by-product of a panic attack, but either way I was glad the only 

thing I saw in my reflection now was myself.   

I grabbed my backpack and ran down the stairs, I was already running late. I hugged my mom and sang, “Good 

morning!” in her ear. She laughed at my playfulness and sang, “Good morning,” back. Upon seeing my outfit, she did that thing  

moms do when they put down whatever they’re doing and just look at you endearingly. I smiled at her before grabbing my 
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breakfast and walking out the door. I started making my way towards a new year, a new beginning, and this time it was in my 

favorite white kurti.   
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Music’s Heart 
By Ian Jones 

I sit, a blank slate before me as a storm of sound clears into a sonorous symphony; sounds become notes, to melodies, to harmonies. 

The colours of each instrument before me as if painted upon the bare by Claude himself; the timbres like Monet’s time and seasons, 

a vessel for the fragile nuance that could alter the music’s path like a butterfly ripples through history. 

Was this what went through his head as he sat there? Was there a single waking moment where music did not ensnare 

his head as it does mine… or is it merely the grace of the heavens that had touched this man? This master musician. 

To spite me I am sure of it. 

But… 

If it was spite, how could it be so beautiful? So full of humanity. 

No, it could not be a spiteful vengeance or heavenly grace. How naive of me to think so! It was the sheer beauty of the 

individual mind and soul that overtook the body! This! This was how true music was made! It is by voiding one’s self from one’s 

body that they can truly find the music that flows through them. Not gifted by a metaphysical being, no, by becoming the 

controller of one’s own body and releasing the soul. 

But how? How could one, so feverishly ingrained with music as I, find a way to release it, to let it overtake me and free 

itself?  

I write, I listen, I write, I listen, I write… 

Satisfaction escapes me. Dancing like two partners fighting to take lead, the enthrallment of the onlookers. Back and 

forth and back and forth in a never-ending cycle of despair and self-doubt… Yet. A moment. A glimpse of a star shining so bright 

it could blind the heavens. 

That shining star, the bright flash only captured in a moment so short the blink of an eye would lose it. 

Hope. 

Drive. 

Passion. 

A silly word passion is. 

Definable? Perhaps. But, Universal? Not in the slightest. 

So immense the implications of a word as passion, yet flippantly differential and individual; lacking in concretion, it is a 

perfect word for the untempered music that consumes me in day and in night. 



 
164 

My mind acts only as the brush on the easel of the world. Controlled by a passion unbearable, the white horse Plato 

spoke of is passion. My body the black horse. 

But what of the charioteer of Plato’s allegory, wherein me does he lie? 

My mind it must be, but so overtaken by music’s passion it has lost its control. The horse has been left unreined, allowed 

to overtake the charioteer’s power, my mind.  

Balance.  

How naive of me to think that is the full release of the soul, of passion overtaking all else was what I desired. What I 

must seek is balance and control.  

Control and balance allowed them to comfortably release thumos, the white horse and let their passion run free and 

untempered. Without control and balance, it would eat them alive. It is the mark of a true master to release their beautifully 

destructive passion, then regain it once again for the sake of their sanity and livelihood. Yet, most of the greats lost their sanity 

and–  

Knock, knock, knock! 

Pulled from my thoughts and racing down the staircase, still only half-dressed in my robe, I answer the eager guest. 

“Busy night?” 

I looked behind me at the space present. Papers flung about the room, a half-drunk glass sitting on the side table next 

the grand piano, which was left opened and covered in the sheets of my newest manuscript, empty bottles littered about the 

room, with dishes left unattended on multiple surfaces.  I, most likely, resembling the state of the room closely as well. 

“It does look it, doesn’t it,” I said turning to my familiar friend. “A burden of the craft,” a slight dramaticism hung in my  

voice he knew all too well. 

“Well – he said rolling his eyes – you better hurry up and get ready, we have to leave in twenty-five.” 

“For what?”  

He gave me a blank stare. Anton had known me all my life. Where I was the crazy, unorganized, forgetful mess of the 

relationship, Anton had always been the steady rock. He was a good friend and lover to me. 

I looked at the suit he was wearing and then to my phone. It was 9:17 and Saturday. There was something significant 

about Saturday, but what was it? 

“Crap!”  

He rolled his eyes again. 

“Today is the opening isn’t it?” 
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“Yes,” he replied, “Now your twenty-five minutes has become twenty-three, so hurry up.” 

When we arrived at the theatre, I took a moment before the rehearsal to just soak in the space. Embracing the theatre, 

its stage, its house, its lights, the creaks it made in the silence, I let it all envelop me. The sweet smell of the wood beneath my 

feet, the slight musk of the age-old curtains, the faint dust that had settled over the house. It was a beautiful feeling, the feeling 

of a theatre. A truly magical place set for the awakening of culture and the incitation of the emotional self. 

The musicians began to trickle in one by one.  

By the time all were present and prepared, we began. 

I opened my score and picked up my baton. As I lifted my baton, everyone before me leaped to their positions, prepared 

to play. 

Momentarily stunned, I took a breath before starting.  

 Music began. 

It was beautiful the way that something so minor, plain, and insignificant as a stick could captivate an entire people. But 

was it the stick they were captivated by, or was the value and significance imbued to it by me holding it before them? 

Opening with the brass heralding over the symphony, a fanfare bursts over the stage and out into the house. The rich 

sound filling the room to every corner and crevasse. Followed shortly thereafter by the lightness of the violins with a simple 

ostinato. The brass trade their glorious bastion of sound for the sweet and sultry sound of the oboe, a single note ringing out 

above the orchestra, only so loud that if it were to be any softer it would fade away into that which surrounds it. The clarinets, 

the celli, introducing the newest theme, but merely restating the fanfare prior. The elaboration made it recognizable, yet 

seemingly entirely new. Trading off melody and harmony throughout the ensemble, each time a similar but new variation. 

Stacking one atop the other, until… 

A wave crashes over the docks, the storm reaching the peak of its tempest, but in such beauty and power it invokes only 

awe in its glorious destruction. The sound of a full symphony in unison, it bashes the listeners with music in its most pure form 

until the heavens give way and the tempest clears, almost instantly to conclude as if it was all just a dream, a glorious dream. 

Their attention dripping from the point of my baton. The tension still there, held until the moment of release as my 

baton drops to the podium. They follow me as if I am all that there is, and the music I put before them, their only truth. 

“Incredible job, everyone. I will see all of you back here at six for the opening.” 

I got off the podium and gathered my things so we could leave. 
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Arriving back at the theatre once more, I let the feelings of grandeur and beauty wash over me, letting any and all prior 

anxiety trickle away. Soon it would be my cue to stand before the masses cutting open my chest and ripping out my heart for all 

to see upon the operating table of this stage. 

Taking a deep breath, it was now time. I walked across the stage to be greeted by the concert master. Upon the first step 

I was berated by a thunderous applause from every direction. And upon bowing and turning my back to the crowd, it fell silent.  

The baton rested in my hand once more.  

Now it was not only all the eyes of those before me that rested captivated, but the thousands of eyes behind me as well. 

It was terrifying yet enthralling to feel so open and bare before them all. 

My heart lay out on the table now naked and exposed for all to see. 

And thus, off we charged, the music carrying us, a locomotive racing along the tracks carrying its passengers to the 

destination of their choice. 

As the first movement concluded, there was a certain stillness and silence. The rushing train had come to a crashing halt 

at its destination. A powerful movement, I could still feel the hair raised on every millimeter of my body.  

Releasing the rambunctiousness and vigour of the first movement, the second movement still held the intensity and 

captivity of prior. If the first movement was the locomotive, the second was a peaceful stream running through fields of ancestry. 

Peaceful yet intense, it held so much emotional weight. It felt as if it was a fated return to those long past.  

As I concluded the second movement, a tension hung in the air, a tension of uncertainty in the emotions that were being 

released from their mental captivity. 

The third movement, in contrast, was jovial and light. Where the prior movement held weight, the third held only 

lightness and carelessness.  

Following the third came the finale.  

As I prepared myself in stature and intensity, the audience rose with me. All were at the peak of their intrigue, enthralled 

by even the slightest breath of an otherwise silent musician. 

It was... 

Electrifying. 

No better way to describe it than a tempest: the finale raged on, ravaging the audience. It had a beautiful destructiveness 

to it, seeking its conquest over the ship and crew aboard. It sought to batter and bash upon that which was before it, with the 

beauty in which a tempest rains down upon the boards, and the wind rips at the sails, the lighting eagerly seeking to lick at the 

masts; only to clear in a moment. As the heavens open before the ship, the piece came to a close. Just as it had in rehearsal, the 
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closing triumphantly heralded over the place and enraptured every single soul present. If the rehearsal had been a moment of 

perfection, then this was divinity playing out before our very eyes, or more accurately our ears. 

I held everyone a moment longer, drawing out every last drop of divinity I could before releasing the audience from 

their spell.  

The baton fell to the podium and by the time the tip had come in contact, the audience was aroar, pouncing to their feet 

like a lion upon its prey. 

I stood a moment, facing the performers, bowing my head to them before turning to present myself before the audience. 

I was not the prey, but in fact the lion made to present itself before the ferocious onlookers, a mass more terrifying than 

the lion himself. 

The formalities of the ending began, and I bowed before the audience. Then, lifting my arms one at a time to signal the 

group behind me to rise, we bowed again, then once more before taking my leave of the stage. Being gone only for a brief moment, 

as if it had never happened, I walk back on stage and present the group a second time, before bowing and then again. The 

audience stayed on their feet and clapped, knowing this procedure like the backs of their hands. It was as if they were all 

programmed to do so, but where did they learn it? We all did at some point, as it was proper and customary, but how silly it all 

was. 

As I left the stage a final time, I was met by a smiling Anton. 

“It was absolutely incredible!” he said, embracing me tightly. 

“You really think so?” 

“It was absolutely stunning,” he responded, “Truly stunning. I was breathless.” 

“Thank yo.,” I kissed him tenderly and lovingly. “Now shall we go say hello to the press and donors?”  

He rolls his eyes. “My least favourite part.”  

“Yes, but it is a must if I am to be able to continue having my music performed,” I responded, to which he grumbled in 

reply. “And hey, it’s not that bad.” 

“Yes. Yes, it is.”  

I shook my head at the childishness. “Well, either way I have to do it, I only hope you will join me?” 

“Fine.” he said, knowing very well there would be no way of getting out of it. 

The reception over with, we were on our way home in Anton’s car. 

“See it wasn’t that bad now was it?” I prodded at his abdomen. 

“Okay maybe not, there was free champagne and you, so it wasn’t too bad.” 
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“Oh, so the free champagne mattered more than me?” 

“But of course,” he said with a smirk. 

I pouted and turned to the window. 

“Aww, mad?” he said mockingly. 

“Yes,” I replied indignantly before giving him a small peck on the lips. 

“Well here we are, shall we go inside?” 

The stairs creaked slightly on every seventh step as we ascended to the fifth and final level of the building before going 

over to apartment 505. 

  Crossing the barrier into my home, the wooden entrance where we left our shoes cold against my feet, we put on our 

slippers and walked to the kitchen. 

“Did you restock my fridge this morning?” I said, greeted by a colourful plethora of unfamiliar foods in my refrigerator.  

“I had to, all that was in there was grossly expired takeout and Chinese food from what looked like weeks ago.”  

I blushed.  

“I know you’re busy, but you really need to take better care of yourself.” 

“But that’s what you’re here for.” 

“I am not your personal maid and chef, and you don’t know how long I’ll be on this earth.” He tensed immediately 

realising the impact on me of what he had said. 

“Don’t say things like that!” I said with a sudden abruptness and slight break in my voice. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you like that, come here.” 

He pulled me in to a tight embrace and whispered sweet nothings in my ear to calm me. He knows my past, it’s part of 

why he drives me places and why I don’t ever drive myself. When I was young, about nine or ten years of age, my parents both 

died in a car accident. For the next few years I was almost entirely inconsolable, but it was music and composing that pulled me 

through the pain of it all. Raised by my older sister, that loss left a lasting mark on me, staining me with a fear of losing those 

who are close to me. This is part of what was so shocking about when I met Anton. Granted, the persistent bastard practically 

stalked me until he managed to weasel his way into my heart, but now I wouldn’t want him anywhere else.  

“I’m not going anywhere any time soon, don’t you worry.” 

I hugged him a little tighter before letting go and wiping away the few stray tears left. 

“Now do you want some food to celebrate the incredible success today was?!” 

I nodded my head meekly and smiled. 
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“Why don’t you go up and shower while I start on something nice for us to eat.” 

He gave me a tiny peck on the cheek, and I headed up to shower. 

Stripped of my clothing, a moment to look at myself, bare, in the mirror before me. The naked body. It was the most 

plain and simple form of the human self, portrayed to the physical world around me. And now here I was standing staring right 

back at it. I could imagine it in so many ways, if a single hair follicle were different, it would effectively change the entire thing 

that stood before me. It reminded me of a new score. It was incredible how uniquely individual it was, yet so akin to all others. I 

only wondered if my physical body betrayed my self. Was this bare, crude thing that stood before me what I truly felt represented 

by or was there a beauty in it that I had ignored that was so uniquely mine, no one else shared in it? This thing, raped by so many 

eyes; did a beauty exist in it that I had not seen? Surely there was, for it was one Anton had seen and been drawn to. 

Ripping myself away from my own gaze in the reflective doorway of vision that stood before me, I turned on the shower 

and stepped in. 

I let each bead fall upon my body, gliding down my flesh. I closed my eyes and let myself feel the impact of each individual 

drop. Some were scalding and made me want to jump away, some frigid like ice, and many lying somewhere between, all coming 

together like the instruments of a symphony to wash over me in a comfortable and soothing warmth. 

 

A week had passed, and the performances of my symphony had all finished. The audience’s reception had been fantastic. 

A million offers for commissions coming in every minute. I needed a break. I always took a little time to myself after a large work 

such as that symphony; it had been a monster to work on. It drained me physically and mentally, sending me into disarray 

through the process as I let myself go mad with the music raging in my head to be released. Now it was out, and I could breathe 

for a moment before diving back into my next work.  

The last piece had been a passion piece, one that was free of restrictions, purely of my own devices. It was a piece unlike 

any other I had written. My fourth symphony. None of the three prior had been the same as this. They were still my works, but 

they were constrained, limited, designed before I even had a chance to put pen to paper. My fourth symphony had been a release 

of the culminating music that was ready to burst from my head. 

I took this time away to write letters thanking my sponsors, plan out the next few months of my life, and reply to 

requests to play my music. It was always interesting to see who would be playing my music. One request in particular struck my 

intrigue. It was a local high school, well known for their music prowess, but requesting to play my fourth symphony. It had been 

a beast for even the professional performers to play, and the stamina required was beyond belief. A high school playing this 

would be absolutely unheard of. Which is probably why I said yes. 
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Pushing the boundaries of what people saw as doable and conventional was something I had always done. It is in part 

why I was so intrigued by this request. Most high school orchestra directors would never even think of playing a piece such as 

this, and most composers would be too afraid to have their piece ‘tarnished’ in doing so. The stoutheartedness of the director to 

ask to perform it in a high school shocked me, and I loved it. Knowing the abilities of the school, I knew it could still be done 

justice, and so I accepted. 

After I had finished with my correspondences, I sat down at the piano to just let my fingers carry me along for a moment 

and feel the world slip away. I covered my eyes with the blindfold laying on the side table and focused on the feeling of each 

finger licking at the keys, eager to devour the piano in melody. It would not be a melody I would remember or even wanted to, 

it was merely a freedom from my mind as I let the music take control of my body, allowing me to let go and release all control.  

It was a peaceful feeling.  

After being forced to be in control of your body day in and day out, it was freeing to lose all control. I was in an absolute 

bliss as a foreign music surrounded me and darkness covered my senses.  

I know not of the length I sat there, or even how long my fingers lay on the keys, but eventually I let myself succumb to 

the natural grasp of sleep that I had fought so much. 

 

Another week passed, and I had begun looking at commission requests.  

I always thought aloud to help process what went on my mind.  

“First is the quartet. Their request is for a 10-minute piece at professional difficulty. That should take me roughly 3-4 

months to work on. They want it by December, so I will start on that in May, and finalise it in August.”  

“In terms of the solo pieces, if I begin with the piano concerto – 

The phone rang. 

Each step brought me closer to a fate I wish I could avoid. 

What I heard sent me stone cold.  

The phone crashed to the floor, sending the glass on the screen shattering. 

My legs gave out from under me as sobs raked through my body. 

He had been with me but a day ago.  

And now? 

And now he was... 

I couldn’t even bring myself to say or think the word. 
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One of the only people I had left in my life was gone now, for good. 

I was completely and utterly alone. 

 

It had been a month since the news of Anton’s death. He died in a car crash. The only reason I hadn’t drunk myself out 

of feeling despair was that it was alcohol that killed him. The other driver simply got in his car and now Anton was taken from 

me. The other driver, unaware of his own lethality, did not see the red light, running full force into the driver’s side of Anton’s 

car.  

Both had died. 

My older sister Marianne was the only thing keeping me somewhat sane through all of this. She had flown in to come 

and live with me. She knew all too well the pain this caused me, the only one who had cared for me through the time following 

our parents’ deaths. She knew that the flippancy of these deaths’ causes would drive me mad. It would have been as simple as 

taking a single wrong turn and they would all still be alive. And the thought of that did, it drove me insane. 

Knowing now what she didn’t then, she tried everything in her power to convince me to write, or even just sit down at 

the piano, but I could not. It was too painful.  

I could barely even look at the piano... until one day.  

By some intention other than my own, I sat down at the piano and blindfolded myself as I had done many times in the 

past. My fingers laid at rest on the piano, but this time it was not eagerness for a melody that took them over as they rested on 

the cold ivory keys. An innate need to release all that had built up caused the first finger to move, and from that first finger, it 

was a chain that sent my hands in to complete motion. I let my fingers take control and play and play and play, until...  

Suddenly, I stopped. Frozen, my hands rested in the space above the keys. They were warm. Wet.  

I lifted them to remove the blindfold that had kept me from controlling my fingers and from witnessing myself. 

It was soaked. There was not a single dry spot of fabric left save for the strip of satin that had held it to my face. 

I look behind me to see Marianne standing there watching me in awe, as if I were a rarity only seen in a museum display 

case, too fragile to touch or it would all crumble to ashes. 

The tears keep flowing as I stood and embraced her tightly. It was the first time I had truly let myself feel. 

As my sister saw it, this was the turning point, a light at the end of tunnel near collapse through which I could escape. 

“He’s really gone, isn’t he?” I said somberly, but now recomposed. 

She nodded. 

I let that sink in a moment. It had been a month, and while I had faced the fact that he was gone, I hadn’t really. 
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“You know, – I looked up at Marianne, slightly shocked out of my thoughts of Anton – he really did love your music, 

thought it was one of the greatest things he would ever get to be a part of.” 

I smiled slightly and remembered all the times he had told me how much he had loved my music, and how much his 

support and involvement had been a catalyst in my writing. He was a part of my music, and he deserved to be a part of it still, if 

not for at least one more piece. 

I thought back to the high school that had requested to play my latest symphony. Anton had always loved my crazy and 

unorthodox ways. What better a way to honour his life and his love for me, then to write it and have it debuted by this high school? 

I thought to myself.  

Leaping to my desk, startling Marianne as I got up, and wrote to the high school asking if they wanted to debut a new 

piece I would soon be writing instead. While at my computer still, prepared to send out an apology to all my commissions that I 

would need to push them out a year to cope with what had befallen, a framework sprouted in my head. Rather than send them 

away, why not involve them in my latest piece? It would be a creation that brought together many who would otherwise have 

likely never met. In death there would be beauty. 

The music consumed me immediately.  

I started just how I had when I was blindfolded. Marianne, having studied music as a child, notated the sounds that 

sprung from my mind. A single piano, a single note that sent it in to a melody I did not yet know but could faintly recognise. It 

was somber yet had a familiar warmth to it. It was the melody of Anton. I had heard it before but only in different variations. 

The solo piano would represent Anton and how he intertwined his life into mine, into the world of the symphony. 

 

It had been 6 months of work, all my focus on this piece. Marianne had decided to move in and live with me full time, 

brother and sister facing the world together again. She had helped me through every step of the way; most importantly she 

helped bring me back to my self. With each passing day, the pain grew fainter, filled by memories and love. 

Scribbling a few strokes on to the near blank page, a mere nine notes of solo piano rang out in the silence of my mind, 

twinkling as his soul met mine as if to say his final goodbye. 

“It’s done!” Marianne roused from her sleep looked for her bearings before responding. 

“It’s – she looked at the clock – two in the morning, what are you still doing up?” 

“It’s done!” I repeated, “I was writing and it all just came to me, the ending, the conclusion, it’s all done.” 

“Then we send it to your editorial team to extract the parts and clean it all up,” she said. I got up to gather the score, 

“But first – I stopped – you need to sleep.” 
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“But I need to – 

“What you need to do is sleep. The score can wait. Now hand it here and head upstairs and sleep.” 

I obliged. Handing Marianne the manuscript, I headed upstairs to get some rest. 

*** 

An incredible heart wrenching new work, Mercier’s “Singular” Symphony no.5, was an absolute masterpiece of music and soul. The 

line of fatalism throughout this piece that resonated with many motifs of his other works was perfectly crafted. Mercier gave the 

world a moment, a true moment. With only a single paper manuscript and score from which he read, and the individual parts which 

he has kept for his own, he managed to create a singularity in time and space only to be found in the recounting of memories of this 

glorious performance.  

When all is done, it is assumed that there is nothing left heard or said of that person. That is what happened with Anton. 

His death left me with nothing left heard from him; yet, through music he could still be heard, not as his voice, but as his soul 

that flows through all of us. I chose only to allow this music performed once, and all rights, copies, and music to be kept to myself 

to preserve the sense of finality and end that there is in death. Similar to the singularity of my blindfolded time at the piano that 

started the piece, it could only be found in itself and the ears that experienced it. It keept the impact of death, the yearning for 

more, the desire for remembrance and legacy. A deliberate choice to prove only one thing:  

In life or in death, music’s heart beats beyond ours. 
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Wandering Through 
By Paris Oliver 

•····•····• 
The train was nearly empty as it flew through the darkening forest. The sun was setting on the horizon, but barely 

visible through the dense foliage. There were still snow remaining in patches on the ground, though most of it had melted. 

Elizabeth watched the scenery blur past, her thumb rubbing the side of her index finger absentmindedly. The car was quiet 

and she longed for some chatter, music, anything. 

Another girl sat in the group of seats one row above her, but on the opposite side of the car. Elizabeth moved her 

attention to her lazily, watching. She ignored the blurring trees in favor of the book clutched in her hand, her large round 

glasses slipping down her freckled face slightly as she leaned over her book. 

Elizabeth glanced at the title and wished she hadn’t.  

Orion was all anyone could talk about. The book blew up in a matter of weeks, though it was mediocre at best in 

Elizabeth’s opinion. It was so popular because of the author, Analise Kore, disappeared the day after the book hit the shelves 

and hadn’t been seen since. Theories ran wild with guesses at where she was, people she’d never met searched for her, the 

news talked. Six weeks later, she was still a popular topic. Kore even had a twitter hashtag! Elizabeth thought sarcastically. But 

the craze was beginning to die out as people gave up hope or lost interest. Elizabeth was glad for it. If she never heard the 

name Analise Kore again it would be to soon. 

Elizabeth looked away from the other girl. She glanced at her watch, bounced her leg, and rubbed her fingers together. 

It was still another two hours before the train would pull into the station. If she didn’t find something to keep her busy, she 

was going to go stir crazy. 

A voice over the intercom began an announcement, but Elizabeth couldn’t understand what it said. The other girl 

looked up from her book and listened. When the intercom went quiet, she looked back down. 

The girl didn’t go back to her book, though. She instead looked at Elizabeth, and then said “Dinner is ready, if you want 

it. That’s what he said.” Her voice was smooth as glass but heavy with a Polish accent. 

“I know.” Elizabeth scoffed, hoping it would be a convincing lie. Her own accent was painfully French. She thought it 

was a little funny they were speaking in English. 

“Oh.” The other girl said. “Ok.” 

They settled back into silence. Elizabeth tapped her foot. She looked over at the other girl once again, watching her a 

little closer. Her dark hair was tied up in two buns on top of her head, reminding Elizabeth of a mouse. Now that she’d thought 

it, the girl looked mousy in general; her sharp nose and rounded cheeks did nothing to help. 
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“Do you like that book?” 

The other girl glanced at Elizabeth, then back at her own book. “Yeah. It’s interesting. Have you read it?” 

“No.” Elizabeth lied again. “But I’ve heard about it.” 

“It’s very interesting.” The other girl said again. She set her book down in her lap and Elizabeth caught sight of 

scribbled notes in the margins. “The author went missing awhile ago, and no one has seen her since. But she left clues in the 

book pointing to where she went. It’s very…” 

“Interesting?” Elizabeth smiled. The other girl smiled too. 

“Yes.” She was about to return to her book, but Elizabeth found that she’d captured her attention and didn’t want to let 

it slip away again. No one had figured out there were clues in the book. No one besides her. 

“I’m Elizabeth.” She said. 

“Helena.” The other girl replied. She closed the book but kept her finger on her page as she did so. She turned to 

Elizabeth a bit more. 

“Nice to meet you Helena.” She stumbled over the other girl’s name, the H coming out awkwardly. 

“It’s nice to meet you, too.” The other girl smiled politely. “What brings you to Poland?” 

“Just wandering through on my way to meet my brother.” Elizabeth didn’t have to lie this time. This truth felt safe to 

share. “We’re meeting up for my birthday.” 

Helena smiled. “That’s a very nice excuse.”  

Elizabeth froze, but the other girl just shook her head and smiled slightly. “Sorry, wrong word. Reason, I meant.” 

Is she messing with me? 

“I hope you have a very nice trip. It’s a bit cold now, but hopefully you are not put off by the snow.” 

“I don’t mind the cold.” Elizabeth shook her head. “Adrien hates it, though.” 

“I think he chose the wrong place to live then.” Helena laughed, light and bubbly. It made Elizabeth smile.  

“What about you? Why are you traveling?” 

“I’m going to meet someone.” She replied. “A new friend, maybe you could call her.” 

“Well, I hope she’s what you expect.” Elizabeth nodded. 

“Thank you. I like to think she will be.” They lapsed back into silence, and Helena went back to her book. They rode 

like that until Elizabeth spoke up again.  

“How did you discover the clues? I haven’t heard anyone else talk about them.”  
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“Well,” Helena closed her book again. “Her disappearance matched up with the story. When Kelsie, that’s the main girl 

in the story, gets kidnapped by her father, all of the details seemed to go along with Analise’s disappearance. Windows left 

open in her apartment, music still playing. Both of their cats were missing.” 

Elizabeth leaned closer. 

“I guess they could be coincidences, but I don’t believe it. Then more stuff happened. People said the last person she 

talked to was her brother, for both of them. And neither have a good relationship with their father. That sort of thing.” 

“It really could just be coincidence.” Elizabeth agreed. 

“Yes, that’s what everyone said. But then I went to France on holiday, and my sister just begged me to go see her 

apartment. It’s become quite the tourist attraction. Her landlord’s orchestrated it all, said something about making up for 

Analise’s rent. Anyway, we went and I found...” She paused, thinking about her words. “...a glass…compass, I think it’s called, 

right where Kelsie leaves hers. Underneath was a brochure for New York.” 

“Well,” Elizabeth was very impressed. The compass and the brochure had been hidden away carefully in Analise’s 

apartment, underneath the stairs. For Helena to have found it, she must be very invested. Elizabeth didn’t know how to feel 

about it. “Aren’t you a little Nancy Drew?” 

Helena laughed, embarrassed. “Well, not really. It wasn’t all that hard to find, and it’s not like I found her or anything 

like that. I just happened to find some travel plans.” 

“What did your sister think?” 

“I didn’t tell her.” Helena shook her head. “I thought it was too private. If Analise left those things there on purpose, 

then maybe someone special was meant to find them. I left everything exactly where it was.” 

“You weren’t curious, though?” Elizabeth pushed. 

“Oh, of course I was. I have to admit I did go home and research a little more, just to see what I could find.” 

“And?” 

“Nothing.” 

Elizabeth leaned back in her chair again. “I suppose it’s all just a coincidence then. And besides, Kelsie went to Vienna.” 

Shit. Elizabeth thought as the words slipped out. I told her I hadn’t read it. 

She hoped the other girl didn’t catch that. She had, though she said nothing. 

“Yes, she did.”  Helena shrugged. “I thought there might have been more, but the clues just don’t match up. I suppose it 

would have been too easy that way.” 

“They think Analise is dead. What do you think?” 
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“I think, maybe in some way she is, because no matter what happens, whether she’s been murdered or simply run 

away, she won’t come back the same. The Analise we know is gone.” Helena shrugged, as if her words meant nothing. 

Elizabeth wasn’t quite sure how to respond. Helena, sensing the conversation was coming to an end, opened Orion 

once again. The rest of the train ride went by quietly. The girls chatted every once in awhile and Elizabeth got up to go get 

some dinner. It was uneventful, and Elizabeth was both disappointed and relieved. 

The voice came over the loudspeaker once again, announcing their arrival. Elizabeth felt a twinge of disappointment. 

She stood up and stretched and Helena looked up at her. 

“Your stop?” 

“Yeah,” Elizabeth slipped out of her seat and moved into the isle, grabbing her bag from the overhead compartment. 

She was traveling light today and only had to pull down one blue duffle bag.  

“If you’re still in Poland next week,” Helena said, grabbing a pen and a slip of paper from her bag. She scribbled down 

her phone number and handed the paper to Elizabeth.  “Maybe we can meet up again.”  

“I’d like that very much. And I hope you enjoy the rest of the book. I’ve heard the ending is quite interesting.”  

Elizabeth began the short walk to the door. She was surprised when Helena followed her, Orion still between her fingers.  

“Oh, I know how it ends. I’ve read it before.” She leaned against the edge of the door as Elizabeth stepped off. Snow 

crunched beneath her boots and cold seeped into her bones. 

“Oh?” Elizabeth looked at Helena. She fiddled with the piece of paper in her left hand and rubbed her fingers together 

on her right. “Why read it again?” 

“To remind myself of the clues. Hard to follow if I can’t remember them. Though, I think I may have finally reached the 

end.” Helena grinned. The train whistled, and the conductor shouted out. 

“What?” 

The train began to move, pulling Helena away slowly. Elizabeth took a step with it, but Helena spoke before she could 

ask more. 

“It was nice speaking with you!” She shouted over the sound of the train. She drifted farther away. “Happy birthday 

Analise! I’ll see you soon!”  

Elizabeth watched her fade away. She stood on the track for a long while, watching the now empty tracks. She grinned.  
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Nike’s Guidance 
By Evan Stogsdill 

For almost seventy years mortals had come to be aware of the greek powers of the world. Wars were caused 

over this discovery, all while the gods ignored the outrage of mortals. After all, what could a mortal do against the 

great gods of olympus? Along the line of godly indifference and mortal frustration balanced the half gods, those born 

to a divine being and a human. When in conflict, most don’t care for those failing to take a side, and so, our hero is 

tangled in the dispute like a fly in the web of a great and terrible spider, ready to consume its prey. Through forests 

and terrible dungeons, he fought with the guidance of victory to put a stop to the madness of mortals. This hero 

conceived by Athena, goddess of wisdom fought with the spirit of Nike, the goddess of victory against one mortal who 

had abused the power of Nike’s spirit. The mortal possessing this great power would see it easy to deliver an early 

katabasis. The protector of the Victory spirit, our hero had been joined by two half gods, one beget by Hephaestus, the 

other by Hades. And with this half mortal do we find ourselves, travelling south of Earthdale, to escape the demons 

sent after him. And so we plead: Speak, Melpomene. Speak to the memory of our hero.  

Part 1 - The Chase 

Marcel was breathing heavily as he ran, just as a hunted elk runs to escape a pack of determined wolves. For a 

while, he’d been running through a forest browned by a late season. The trees continued to be dismembered behind 

him, like ingredients growing finer as a chef prepares a meal. He stumbled, almost falling. He knew he couldn’t run 

forever. After all, who knew how long demons of the underworld could run?  

“...Well?” said his guiding spirit, appearing on his shoulder. Huffing, he replied, “What?” She was silent for a 

moment. “That tree there!” she suggested, pointing at a pine which pierced the sky like a towering peak of a grand 

palace.  

Without a second thought, he dove to his left, pressing himself as close to the trunk of the pine as possible. His 

hair stuck to the bark, getting caught in the sap like an ancient insect. The ground rumbled more and more intensely 

until finally, the wave of demons crashed through the forest around him. He remained pressed against the pine until 

he calmed himself. The sound faded in the distance.  

He continued south until he came across a dirt path. He followed the path, finding wider roads leading to a 

small, almost quaint village built upon weathered stone bricks. The sign at the village border read ‘Welcome to 

Wolfgate!’ He was at ease again after the hours spent in the forest.  

Turning a corner, he was met by the sight of two demons, the same ones who had been chasing him earlier. 

He stumbled and stepped back, peering around the corner. The demons had thin, molten red skin stretched tightly 



179 
 

 
 

over jutting bones. Short, black horns protruded from their foreheads like flint arrowheads, jagged and razor sharp. 

Their black eyes lit up with flames occasionally, lazily catching blaze like a candle in the dead of night. They hunched 

over, their bony spines poking out of their backs. He looked past them. A whimpering shopkeeper cowered behind a 

roadside stand. The demon closer to the man slammed its clawed hand onto the counter.  

“Marcellus. Spirit. Where.”  

It’s voice was a low rumble, causing goosebumps to raise. It knows my name. The shopkeeper shook his head 

frantically. Suddenly, the demon snarled and lunged! Panic caught in Marcel’s throat. He could not be the reason an 

innocent man was killed.  

He ran out from around the corner and shouted, “Hey! Get off him!” His voice sounded like a child standing up 

to an antagonizer, fear clawing its way past the feigned intimidating tone.  

The demon on the shopkeeper turned, his claws at the throat of the innocent man like a cunning subjugator 

taking a hostage. Well, at least their attention is on me.  

The one closer to Marcel stepped forward threateningly. “Spirit. Where.” It growled. 

 Finally, he  understood. His Nike spirit, a gift from his mother, the enlightened Athena was what these 

demons were after. As if the mention of her name got her attention, she appeared on his shoulder. For a moment, 

Marcel considered giving the demons what they wanted. He had no trust for his mother anyway, why would he bother 

defending what was hers? This idea quickly left him. He knew the power of the Nike spirit, and how it could be abused, 

like a deadly weapon in the wrong hands.  

“I’ll give you the Nike spirit if you leave the shopkeeper alone,” Marcel beguiled.  

The second demon rose. Marcel backed up until his back hit a boarded up window. Grabbing hold of a board, 

he wrenched it from the frame. His Nike spirit placed her hand on Marcel’s temple. Adrenaline surged through 

Marcel’s body, coursing through his veins like a ravaging tsunami flooding a river. With an almost animal-like yell, 

Marcel leaped forward, swinging the board with all his might at the closer demon. Crack. The board splintered, 

breaking in two. The demon stumbled, ashen blood leaking from a split maw like dark oil running from a broken lamp.  

Without a second to think, he broke into a sprint. He had never felt his legs move faster. Looking over his 

shoulder, Marcel saw both demons in hot pursuit. Good, I’ll have to lead them away from here.  

He stopped at what seemed to be the town square, all too aware of the fact that the demons were gaining on 

him fast. The town square was busy, people milling around the rainbow suspended in the fountain of water. He looked 

in all directions, looking for a street that wasn’t occupied by villagers. There. To his right, an empty street remained 
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occupied only by two small houses. He broke into a run again, huffing. Suddenly, he heard the demon behind him 

screech like a beast that had been impaled by an arrow. He turned to find one of the demons grabbing at a javelin 

skewering it like an awl imbedded in leather. It yanked it from its chest, more dark oil leaking across its front. A 

javelin? The weapon dropped from its grip as it fell, one last horrible snarl escaping the monster. The other crouched, 

looking up at the house on its right. Marcel followed its gaze to a short boy with ragged, black hair. The marksman was 

wearing a dirty tunic, as dark brown as the pelt of a chestnut stallion. The demon seemed uncertain for the first time, 

the fiery glare sharpening as it stared at the second javelin in the boy’s grip. The boy sidestepped towards Marcel, 

ready to fling the javelin at the second demon.  

“Who are you?”asked the boy. “Call me Marcel.” The boy nodded. “Paragus.” Marcel put his hand on Paragus’ 

shoulder. “Don’t kill the other one, I need to talk to it.” Paragus blinked, “They talk?”  

Marcel stepped forward slowly. “Who sent you?” A low growl escaped the demon’s throat like a cornered lion. 

Marcel stopped. “Do you want to end up like your friend? Talk.” The demon looked at its fallen comrade. “Cain. 

Mortal.” “Where can I find this Cain?” questioned Marcel. “Stonespire” it said with frustration. “Leave this place.” 

Marcel said. It turned and ran down the street, disappearing into the crowd. “That demon is going to get more 

comrades. You won’t want to be here when they get back.” Marcel stood for a moment, considering. “Then I won’t be 

here for long.” Marcel was determined to find out whether the mortal Cain of Stonespire had obtained the Nike spirits 

of other children of Athena. “Come with me.” Marcel looked at Paragus, beckoning him towards his house.  

Part 2 - Paragus Joins Forces 

Paragus led Marcel into a rather disorderly home, filled with contraptions like an unkempt workshop. It was 

easily justified when Marcel was informed that Paragus was a son of Hephaestus, the god of fire, blacksmithing, and 

craftsmen work. Marcel told Paragus of his life, and how he had come to live on his own in Earthdale. Paragus then 

told Marcel about his life in the village, and his mother’s shop. Paragus convinced Marcel to go to The Faction of 

Olympus, a training camp for growing heroes. Finally, Marcel agreed, and the two set off into the darkening forest.  

“You never told me why those demons were coming after you.” Paragus stated, trudging through the thick 

pine needles. Marcel thought back to the first demon threatening the shopkeeper. “Marcellus. Spirit. Where.” Marcel 

decided to tell Paragus everything from the beginning.  

“A few months ago, Athena came to see me. We had never talked before, so I didn’t recognise her. She told me 

that she had a gift for me, something all children of Athena have to protect.” Paragus raised his eyebrows. “She gave 
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me a Nike spirit, a piece of the goddess of victory to guide me.” With the usual red flash, Marcel’s apparitional guide 

appeared on his shoulder. “Nice to meet ya!” she said, extending her hand towards Paragus.  

His eyes widened, but he simply smiled and shook her hand,  just as one would pinch salt between their 

fingers due to the size of her miniscule outstretched palm.  

“Anyways, I haven’t seen Athena since then. Only, earlier today, a horde of those demons came after me. I had 

nothing else to do but run until I found myself here.” Paragus’ eyebrows hadn’t lowered since the beginning of the 

story. “So, you think Cain sent the demons after you for your Nike spirit?” “That’s what I’ve gathered.” Marcel said.  

They continued, marching southeast through plains as endless as the ever-turning carpet of stars stretched 

across the sky. They traveled until they were met by a smattering of trees at the foot of a great mountain range, like 

spores growing along the crevices of fallen logs. At long last, they reached dirt paths, buildings coming into view over 

the treetops alongside a warm sun. "Welcome to The City of Creley!" exclaimed Paragus. Marcel looked at him. "I 

haven't had an excuse to come here for a long time," he admitted. "This place is great, let me show you around!" 

Part 3 - The Faction of Olympus 

Upon entering The City of Creley, Marcel was enthralled by the expanse of rough mountains across the 

horizon. The craggy mountain range filled their vision, as though great shards of granite exploded from the ground 

before them. It was a blur as Paragus excitedly led him throughout the city, pointing out shops he hadn't seen the last 

time he visited like a child reminding parents of a rare sight. At long last, they reached the Campgrounds in the far 

East side of Creley.  

The two entered the campgrounds. Paragus led Marcel to the armory, where Marcel was granted a longsword, 

the steel shining as bright as a pond glimmering under a full moon.  

 

The cheering of the crowds were loud before they even stepped into the arena. "TONIGHT, OUR DUELS WILL 

BE DONE WITH A PARTNER. FIND YOURSELVES A COMRADE AND GET IN THERE!" announced a large man in the 

center of the arena. The cheering rose even louder. Marcel looked at Paragus, then at the audience of jeering 

spectators, multifaceted in fashion and presentation.  

He sighed. “I should’ve expected this.” The announcer shouted, “AS ALWAYS, WE WILL BE TAKING 

VOLUNTEERS FOR THE FIRST THREE DUELS! PLEASE STEP FORWARD IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO JOIN THE FIRST 

DUEL OF THE NIGHT!” Paragus grabbed Marcel by the arm and stepped forward into the view of the crowd. The 

crowd seemed to get eager as they saw the first participants, like caged dogs eyeing raw meat carried to their dishes. 
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The announcer lead them into the arena, in full view of everyone in the crowd. “HERE WE SEE OUR FIRST 

CONTENDERS! PLEASE, ANNOUNCE YOUR NAMES!” The cheering quieted. “I am Paragus, son of Hephaestus, 

Vanquisher of Lord Domenic,” he said, facing the crowd. Marcel realised he had to introduce himself. “I am Marcellus, 

son of Athena…” Marcel couldn’t think of a grandiose title, so he simply continued with, “Protector of the Victory 

spirit” The cheers  raised as two other contestants entered. They looked to be about Marcel’s age, roughly seventeen 

or eighteen. One was a boy with blond hair and blue eyes, large and muscular as a fabled minotaur. He carried a 

broadsword, the steel gleaming in the early sunset of autumne as though it pleaded to present its glory to the world. 

The other was a girl with brown hair and eyes that were almost black, the pupils indistinguishable from the irises. She 

held a wooden staff, about two feet taller than she was. She stared straight at Paragus, her eyes narrowing like a wary 

fox.  

“I am Lycus, son of Hermes.” he gestured to the girl by his side. “...and this is Andromeda, daughter of Hades.” 

The crowd gasped upon hearing the parentage of the girl. “We will be winning this duel,” Lycus announced, matter of 

factly.  

The duel began with the sound of a horn, as deep and breathy as an african elephant. Paragus reached into 

one of his stuffed pockets and brought out what looked like a small action figurine, a child’s toy. In a flash of light, it 

transformed into a rapier in his hand, the golden swept hilt curling around his grip. Lycus thrusted his greatsword at 

Marcel, who had been standing with his sword at his side like a fool, unaware of his circumstances. Stepping in front of 

Marcel, Paragus chambered the stab with his rapier, piercing Lycus in his unarmored forearm. Just above the wrist, 

the tip of the sword punctured like a snake fervently snapping its jaws.  

“Marcel!” shouted Paragus as he parried a wide slash. Marcel blinked hard and raised his sword. The blur of 

Andromeda’s staff flew into Marcel’s vision, obscured by motion like a crocodile snapping at it’s ever nearing prey. 

Without thinking, he swung his sword wildly, knocking the pole away from him. The girl called Andromeda charged 

towards Marcel, shortening her grip on the staff. He readied his sword, the adrenaline from blocking the attack 

pumping through his veins. She swung the staff at his head, only for Marcel to duck under her swing. As soon as she 

missed, Marcel saw his opportunity. He sprang to his feet and kicked like an accomplished acrobat, using momentum 

to force the opponent back. He connected, square in the chest. She was off balance after missing the swipe, and she 

flew backwards with the force of the kick. Slamming into the wall, she clutched her shoulder, which hung at the wrong 

angle by her side like a dead coil of vines in the wind. Marcel turned to help Paragus, but the girl used her staff to right 

herself. “I will not lose to you,” she growled. Her limp arm remained at her side, leaving her with one hand to hold the 
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staff. Yet, she leapt at Marcel, swinging with a newfound fury. Marcel could barely keep up with the speed of her 

attacks, until finally, she landed a decisive blow to his temple. Marcel’s vision spiraled like a spinning top, until his 

view fell dark.  

 

Marcel woke in a white cot, finding himself in the infirmary. He watched other unconscious soldiers regain 

health by the magic of the healers. One of them stopped by his side, informing him that he had a visitor.  

The girl from the duel walked in, stepping past the other wounded fighters. Marcel looked at her, confused as 

to why she would visit. “Hi,” she said. “uh...Hello, Andromeda,” he looked for her staff, but it wasn’t there. “Sorry for… 

kicking you.” She seemed to ignore this. “I talked to your friend,” she said. Marcel raised his eyebrows. “He mentioned 

you were going after Cain.” Marcel didn’t know what to say. “I’m going with you,” she stated. Marcel cleared his throat. 

“That would be… ok. What happened to your friend Lycus?” She pointed with her thumb over her shoulder. Knocked 

out. Your friend hit him pretty hard over the head.” “Oh.” Marcel decided that he would try to be nice despite what 

happened in the arena. “Well, congratulations for winning the duel.” She smiled. “Oh, they haven’t told you?” Marcel 

frowned. “Told me what?” Andromeda looked down. “Your friend beat me in the duel. He really knows how to use that 

rapier.” Marcel sat up. “You mean, Paragus and I won the duel?” She looked up. “You two have three months of free 

training here. Good luck,” she said, with a genuine smile. “Thank you, Andromeda,” he said. As she was leaving, she 

turned her head over her shoulder, “Call me Andy,”  

Three Months Later 

It was Marcel’s last day training with Apion, The Greatest Trainer of Wildvale. He had spent months training 

during the day and dueling in the evening. Sometimes he would duel with Paragus, like his first night in The Faction of 

Olympus. Other times, he would duel alone. As any honest warrior, he had lost duels. That is not not to say that he 

hadn’t had his set of victories, however. Regardless, his time spent in this adventurer’s haven resulted in enough 

money and skills to prepare for his trip to the terror inspiring Stonespire. As he parried a quick blow from his trainer, 

he couldn’t help but feel a rising pit of excitement and worry for what he would be doing that evening. His bags were 

packed, Paragus had helped him pick out his equipment, and Andy had convinced a local innkeeper to let them borrow 

horses. Marcel stepped forward, locking hilts with Apion. He twisted, sending his trainers sword into the ground.  

“Excellent. I’m proud of your progress,” said Apion. Marcel smiled.  

Later that night, Marcel heard a knock on his door. His heart skipped a beat, his excitement rising like an 

increasing pressure in an alchemist's flask. This was it. He opened the door to Paragus. His face was expectant with a 
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touch of worry, like a concerned parent focused on the next task at hand. Paragus beckoned Marcel down the stairs of 

the warmly lit inn. Grabbing his leather bags, he set off down the stairs with his friend. They both reached the front 

door, and stepped out into the storm, raindrops brittle with the occasional flashes of Zeus’ anger. Thunder rattled the 

sky like a mallet to a gong, bringing a sense of awe washing over all that heard.  

"Hey, Andy," said Marcel. She stood on the roadside with two saddled horses, reigns in hand. She nodded to 

both of them. "Let's go."  

They rode throughout the torrentially drenched night, the rain soaking through their equipment early. 

Dodging in and out of trees, they rode until the sun warmed golden grasses of open plains before them. Thunder broke 

the sky as they crested a hill.  

Finally, a greyed civilisation of massive proportions spanned their vision. The homes of thousands seemed to 

tilt towards the grand palace in the center, like baby birds leaning towards the mother for food. Paragus crested the 

hill to Marcel and Andy's right. "Stonespire," Paragus said. When the moment of awe had passed, they set forward 

again.  

They reached a bridge of rotting wood and weathered stone, leading across the river dividing Evermount and 

Stonespire. Crossing the bridge, they entered the city of Stonespire. The city was clearly at war. The sky swirled with 

angry grey clouds, apoplectic with the monsters flying through the air like horrid reminders that nobody was safe. 

Guards marched down the streets, and any people living in this place was hiding in the confines of their home. The 

group cornered a lone guard by an alleyway, dark with the secrets of those unable to leave. After interrogating the 

young guard, they discovered where Cain was.  

They left the horses in front of a dreary Inn, vapid with its aged walls and peeling floors. They proceeded in 

shadows, using the darkness to hide their glinting weapons. They walked in the dark until a church came into view, 

the steeple piercing the sky like the extraordinary rod of a tipi, holding up the sky. Marcel looked at Paragus. Paragus 

nodded, then pushed open the giant wooden door, revealing rows of benches. The church was empty, hollow as the 

sound of a lyre’s desolate song. They approached the altar. Half melted candles sat next to voluminous vases of 

flowers, wilting as though it finally surrendered to the dismal civilisation around it.  

Part 4 - Marcel’s Return 

“Alright. We are looking for a switch or a symbol, or something,” said Andy, crouching. Marcel and Paragus 

crouched too, running their fingers along the edges of the altar. After a few minutes, Paragus stopped. “I think I found 
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something.” Marcel looked. In very faint script, foreign handwriting had been scrawled, as though a jagged stone had 

been used to carve into the once smooth, soft wood.  

 

Marcel squinted. "I can't read it." Andy looked over Paragus' shoulder and sighed. "I can read it." Marcel 

looked at her quizzically.  

She focused on the writing. "sya yu bieakhudr hala." They were silent. Andy sat on the ground, leaning against 

the wall, mouthing words silently. "Light the candles, bring the spirit," she said finally, looking at Paragus and Marcel. 

The two had a newfound respect for her skill in translating. Paragus stepped forward, pinching a candlewick in each 

hand, causing a new blaze to appear on each wick. Marcel summoned his Nike spirit with the usual red flash, sending 

her to sit between the candles. 

Suddenly, the wall behind the altar sprung open like the maw of a great beast, revealing a tunnel leading 

down into a pressing darkness. Running to the opening, they saw stairs which seemed to go on forever, a musty smell 

wafting from below.  

They descended down the stairs, spirit flying in pursuit. Reaching the bottom, they found themselves in a 

gloomy dungeon, bars lining the hallway. The sound of water dripping echoed in the distance like a stream failing to 

supply a great cavern with drink. Chains were strewn across the slick, oil stained floor, and the musty smell was as 

strong as a rotten spud.  

They proceeded down the hallway, which led into a vast chamber, dusky, as if to remind them they had 

forgotten to prepare for darkness. Abruptly, the torches lining the walls lit, revealing Cain in the middle of the arena 

that they found themselves in. Cain was an older man, his long silver hair covering one of his faded blue eyes.  

The Nike spirit appeared on Marcel’s shoulder, expecting to assist Marcel in a fight. Suddenly, Cain was in 

front of the group, closing the distance as fast as a cheetah found its way to a gazelle. Grabbing hold of Marcel’s Nike 

spirit, he skipped back, just out of range of the slashes of their weapons.  

"No!" yelled Marcel. "Why are you doing this?" He smiled. "The gods are not fit to rule this world. We mortals 

have to take it into our own hands now!" Marcel snarled, baring his teeth like an animal ready to pounce. "How do you 

expect to best the gods of Olympus?" asked Paragus. "Simple. With the power of Victory, who can stand in my way? 

Enough of these spirits, and I become capable of killing a god!" Cain cried.  
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The sound of fluttering filled the room. Looking up, they saw hundreds of Nike spirits flying through the air, 

like a million walnut sized angels. The swarm of Nike spirits swirled around him, a cluster holding a sword. Lowering 

the weapon to his level, he took hold of it. The sword was shimmering in the smoldering torchlight, iron studs on it's 

golden hilt. Cain held Marcel’s spirit of victory out in one fist, letting the other spirits take hold of his symbol of 

righteousness, raising her into the air. The spirits flew, carrying her until they reached the third spectator floor 

hovering high above on the dusted sandstone balcony.  

“I’m going to need that spirit back,” said Marcel. “We’re on it!” said Paragus, tapping Andy on the arm. The two 

ran up the stairs leading to the upper levels of the harsh underground amphitheatre.  

Swinging wide, Marcel swiped at Cain. He blocked it easily, holding his sword in one hand. Marcel went in for 

a second attack, quickly slashing from below the waist. Cain blocked it again, this time with two hands. As soon as the 

blades met, Cain turned his sword, swinging at Marcel with a ripost. Marcel ducked under the swipe, letting out a yell 

in fear as though he could easily see the sword lopping him from his shoulders.  

The swords blurred as they fought with everything they had. Marcel could feel the chalky limestone wall 

growing closer behind him. In a moment of panic, he failed to block Cain’s stab. He watched as Cain’s lunge landed true 

in his chest, sending a dizzy, wracking pain through his body. His vision blurred, and refocused on the glimmering 

metal protruding from his chest. With a sickening schlock, Cain pulled the sword from Marcel’s torso. Falling to his 

knees, our hero’s vision went dark.  

Cain stood over him, the now bloody sword hanging by his side. Rapid footsteps approached, and the Hero’s 

two friends appeared from the stairs. Paragus raised his rapier, shouting with anger and horror at what he saw. Andy 

held the Nike spirit in her cupped hands, her mouth dry. Paragus charged at Cain, Killer of the Hero Marcel, attacking 

as wildly as a wolf, each slash faster than the one before.  

Andy watched, as a small voice grew louder. “Hey. Hey!” Looking down, Andy saw Marcel’s sprite of aide,  

waving her hands, trying to get her attention. “I can help him. Take me to him,” pleaded the broken-winged spirit. 

Andy looked at Marcel, hoping the spirit could do something, anything. Running to Marcel’s body, she lowered the 

spirit onto his chest. The spirit crawled to Marcel’s head, placing her palm above his brow like she was blessing him. 

The entire spirit began to glow, golden light spilling from her eyes. She began to disappear, her entire body 

disintegrating into golden shards.  
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Marcel’s eyes fluttered open. He looked at Andy in confusion, his eyes foggy. “Marcel… your chest!” he looked 

down at his chest, seeing how terribly he had been pierced. He swallowed, feeling sick. Although the hole ran all the 

way through his torso, he felt no pain.  

Getting to his feet, he looked into the middle of the arena. Cain fought Paragus ferociously, the clang of their 

swords ringing throughout the arena like the duels in the training yard, back in The Faction of Olympus. Marcel raised 

his sword, shouting at Cain in anger.  

Cain’s eyes widened. Marcel flew past Paragus, his stab racing with blistering speed through the air. Cain 

attempted to parry, but only managed to knock the sword into his shoulder. Dropping his sword, Cain clutched his 

shoulder in pain. Marcel raised the sword again, threatening the stab at Cain’s chest. Cain fell to the ground, fear 

showing in his eyes for the first time.  

“The Nike spirits… you would use them to kill the gods?” Cain looked at him, conviction his eyes. “I will do 

what is necessary to rid this world from the rule of the gods!” Marcel scoffed. “You plan to commit acts of evil for your 

personal gain.” At that, Marcel thrust his sword, slaying the evil mortal. Paragus stepped closer behind him.  

“We did it, didn’t we?” Marcel turned around, seeing Paragus and Andy standing side by side. He smiled sadly. 

“We did.” Paragus and Andy threw their arms around him. He smiled, his body growing weak. “My friends,” he started. 

“the power of my Nike spirit can only do so much. It’s time for me to go.” They both stepped back, horrified. “Marcel, 

no! You can’t die after all this,” exclaimed Andy. Marcel looked back at what was Cain. “I already did.” Marcel turned 

back to his friends, smiling as his eyes glowed with the same shards of gold that his Nike spirit had. They watched 

with tears in their eyes as Marcel disappeared before them. Their friend was gone, and they felt empty, as though it 

was all for nothing.  

They walked out of the church, the sound of fluttering wings filling the morning air. They looked up to see a 

sky filled with hundreds of Nike spirits, free from Cain. The spirits dispersed, in a search for the children of Athena to 

whom they had accompanied. As they watched, they realised that even without the spirit of victory, Marcellus had 

fought with courage and selflessness. This brought peace to their hearts, knowing that Marcellus was a true hero.  

End. 
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Strange People 
By Eric Wang 

In a way, I did the world a favor.   

Childhood secrets come in many different shades, from the mildly embarrassing to the gruesomely dark. With the 

years beginning to blur my recollection, I think the time is ripe to tell my story to the world. When I was eleven, my parents 

and I lived in the northernmost extremities of Maine, in a rundown harbor town named Port Hyde. With its heavily forested 

gravel roads and countless abandoned residential homes succumbing to rot, Hyde was quite a strange town. Despite only 

having around a hundred residents, nobody knew each other. Our nearest neighbor was a twenty minute walk from our house, 

and in the many years that we lived here, we have yet to learn his name. But that was fine—seclusion is the best way to hide 

secrets anyways.   

If you asked a Maine resident from the south about how to get to Hyde, I doubt they would be able to tell you. Why? 

Because outsiders stopped coming to Hyde over two decades ago. Hyde is a corpse of the late 20th century Maine fishing 

boom. After years of overfishing and mismanagement, the fish population plummeted. Then a strange green liquid appeared in 

the water in 1999, causing strange diseases in newborn children. Alongside the worsening coastal storms, the industry 

collapsed, and almost thirty thousand people abandoned the area to find other work.  

Of course, not everyone left. Those of us who stayed were few and far between, but my parents always insisted 

remaining at Port Hyde was a good thing—despite the eerie lack of civilization. They said it made our job easier.  

“Strange people live in these woods,” my mom would often say. “There are a few good folks, but there are strange 

people. Better to live far apart.” She was right. Only two months ago, a resident to the east had been murdered in their sleep 

and the culprit has yet to be caught.  

It was around this age that I began attending my first school. The campus was located in the middle of a pine forest, 

with a canopy so thick that the classrooms were almost always dim. There were a few hundred students there with me, but I 

didn’t have any classes with them. I had been put in their Special Education class, since I had never learned to read and had a 

terrible habit of biting my tongue until I started drooling blood. However, I never believed that I had a learning disability, since 

my parents assured me that I was as normal as they come.   

There was one thing about this school that tormented me to no end. Despite the thick forest and the familiar crunch of 

leaves outside the building, the school was a grueling distance from Hyde. I had to get used to walking six miles every day so I 

could attend school. Regardless of how many blisters my feet ended up getting, my parents told me it was my duty. It was part 

of my job.  
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I knew I had to obey them.  

Every morning, I began my lengthy trek in the frigid northern air, across the complex maze of gravel paths that 

spanned the town. Despite all the opportunities to explore, I was forbidden from taking a step down any of the other trails. I 

only knew the path to school—I had never been anywhere else. After each school day, I was the only student to be seen 

walking off campus without a ride.  

“Why do you walk to school,” my classmates jeered at me. “You don’t know how to read? Are your parents poor or 

something?”  

The other kids would roll down their car windows as they saw me walking home in the afternoon, throwing pencils 

and empty cans at me as their apathetic parents shuttled them back home. They all lived in Haven, a major city to the south. 

Haven was a benefactory of Hyde’s economic failure, since many workers from Hyde who migrated south ended up starting 

their own businesses and industries there. The children there lived pampered lives, spoiled with lavish meals, frilly expensive 

dresses, and strange wireless telephones. Meanwhile, I never brought money to buy lunch from the school cafeteria. Despite 

their incessant bullying, I always told them the same thing.  

“I don’t need any of that. My parents don’t need any of that junk. We can get by just fine without your filthy money.” I 

often told my friend Justin about an old 2005 Mustang that we were saving for, and I quite liked the sympathy he gave me. 

We’ve always wanted a Mustang, a classic model just like the one our neighbor used to drive.  

And so, this was my daily routine for the next two months. A two hour’s walk there, and an equally time consuming 

return home.  

But then winter came.  

Any resident of Maine, regardless if they lived in Haven or Hyde, knows the dangers of the dark months. Particularly, 

we all planned ahead for one imminent danger: the winter sunset. They came early, and they came fast. If I didn't start my 

journey home before the sky began to dim, I would be consumed by the oppressive darkness.  

One frozen January day, I remained after school to clean my blood and saliva off the chool desk, and was promptly 

subjected to a lengthy scolding of incompetence by a teacher. I then stopped by the school’s lost and found to take a pair of 

mittens. But the moment I stepped off the school grounds, only a sliver of the sun was left above the horizon.  

It didn’t take long for the pine forest around me to disappear from sight. Darkness swallowed everything in a viscous 

layer of pitch-black tar, enervating the trees as they came alive with the gust. I looked into the depths of the forest and saw 

nothing. I could only hear the crunching of pebbles underfoot and the guttural moans of the northern winds sweeping across 

the pines. That day, I walked alone in the dark.  
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Thirty minutes had passed before the moon peeked out from clouds, illuminating the gravel path in a dim bath of light. 

I could finally see the road—and it was unfamiliar.   

I had taken a wrong turn. Was it ten minutes ago? Or did I lose my way from the start? Despite my situation, I knew 

nothing of panic. I just kept walking, following the moonlit path into the darkness.  

After another 20 minutes of dazed walking, I saw it. Sitting deep into the roadside, the glint of something large and 

bright came into view. After walking a little closer I saw that it was a white van parked in the woods, it’s shiny metallic coat 

glinting in the moonlight. Only one of the headlights were on, the other one shattered irreparably.  

But standing beside the van was a man. He was completely bald, towering at what must have been almost 7 feet tall, 

and wearing a pitch black coat that hung to his ankles. In the darkness, the coat blended into the surrounding forest, giving 

him the illusion of being a floating head.  

We stared into each other’s eyes as we approached each other, and I saw that he had a smile on his face. I saw his 

cracked lips, his greasy beard. I saw his breath condense in the frigid Maine air. After an eternity of gravel crunching underfoot 

and a slight ringing in my ears, I reached the van. Standing before him, he was more than two feet taller than I was, and his 

eyes…his eyes were dilated.  

In this darkness, I could almost see the round of his pupils as he spoke softly and deeply, with a rather thick and garly 

accent.  

“Where are your parents, little girl?” He said. “Someone like you shouldn’t be wandering around at this time of night. 

There are strange people in these woods, you know.”  

“I don’t know where I am. Please. I think I went the wrong way. I want to go home,” I responded.  

“But why don’t you call your parents? Are they home?” he said.  

“Mama never gave me a phone,” I said. “My parents are probably asleep right now. They always leave the front door 

unlocked so I can come in.”  

I saw his pupils dilate again and his breath begin to deepen. Although I didn’t realize at the time, his face was 

displaying a single emotion so strongly that it was easily visible in the darkness: lust. For some reason or another, this 

towering man was consumed by lust. I felt my heart skip as I bite down on my flesh, and my mouth began to bleed.  

“In that case, I can give you a ride in my van. Come on, hop in,” he said. He lifted his arm and pointed to the van, and I 

saw how thick his bicep was. My pupils dilated as well.  

I didn’t call for help. I didn’t even run away. I gave him my address and got in the van. And as he opened the trunk, I 

saw the gleam of a knife blade in his coat. At this point, even the most naive of children would have realized what was to come. 
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But I didn’t. I calmly sat in the back of his van, curiously wondering about the dents in the walls and the red smears on the 

floor. The bleeding in my mouth worsened and I tasted the blood mixing with my saliva.  

The man hauled himself into the van, and I felt the entire vehicle tilt from his weight. I watched him grab the steering 

wheel with his meaty hand, and in the rear view mirror, I caught a glimpse of a sneer. Such a nice man. I had never seen so 

much muscle and fat. He could have easily killed me.  

He gripped the steering wheel so hard it turned his knuckles white. As he pulled up to the front of my house, I caught a 

glimpse of his leg. It was a massive thigh rippling with flesh, tethered to perhaps the longest femur I had ever seen. He got out 

of the car and quietly walked up to our front porch. Looking at him through the van’s rear window, his towering figure gave 

me the impression of a creature that wasn’t quite human. But he was. Down to the flesh and bone, he was human.  

I looked out the window. My parents’ new 2005 Mustang was parked outside of our house today, signaling to me that 

they were home. Not only was my job to walk to school every day, it was also my job to remember their signals and to meet 

kind strangers like the van driver. Because Mama and Papa never leave the house.  

I learned everything from my parents. They taught me how to truly be free from society’s crushing bonds, how to live 

in ease and pride.  

My parents did not have a job like the other parents in Haven. They taught me that working tirelessly over a few 

sheets of green paper was not how people were meant to live. Instead, their job was to find the free things in life and to teach 

me how to find them as well. I learned that you don’t need money to survive, that expensive houses would be abandoned and 

free to use in the town of Hyde. Cars can be stolen after its owner mysteriously dies from food poisoning. Clothes could be 

salvaged from my school’s lost and found. The only thing that we really needed money for was food.  

But we didn’t need money for that either. Food was walking up to my front porch, getting ready to kick down the door 

with his meaty leg, where my parents waited inside with a shotgun.  

I guess Mama was right. Strange people really did live in these woods. But as I felt the tip of my tongue tear off and my 

saliva begin to rush in, I realized that they taste all the same. 

 




