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  Dedication


   


   


  To all those who feel the night in their lives will never turn to day: push onward.


   


   


   


   


  Truth be told, I’m tired of the pain. I’ve lived with it so long; I don’t want to die with it too.


   


   


   


   


  




  Don’t Look


  I CLUTCHED AT MY blanket as I heard the scratching at my window once again. The uncomfortable sound sent chills down to the depths of my spine. It was as if someone dumped ice water on me. I drew the blanket over my face, ignoring the heat trapped against my skin.


  Ignore it… you’ll be okay, I thought.


  That was the strategy I had used for a week. The noises got louder, and my fear? More intense. But, I was okay.


  So far.


  The scratching became louder, more persistent—as if the creature outside knew that I was weakening. No matter what I told myself, it was impossible to hold my own. In the back of my mind, I wondered if it could smell my fear—or if it knew what feelings it instilled in its victims. I was sure I wasn’t the first to do something like this in its presence.


  I’m too old for this, I thought, closing my eyes. I pulled the blanket further over my head as I burrowed into the pillows. My heart raced so fast it hurt. Was it possible to die of fear?


  All I could think about was Bethany.


  ***


  I WAS WALKING to school when she found me and talked to me for the last time. Her appearance was disheveled—thick, brown, unbrushed hair, heavy bags beneath her eyes, ripped clothes, and worse—a fresh wound on her arm. I wondered what horrible things might’ve happened to her.


  “W-what happened?” I asked, taking a small step forward. Part of me almost thought she might not be real. I felt helpless. She was my best friend, but I hadn’t been there to protect her.


  “Please, Lizey… listen to me,” she said, looking around. “I don’t have much time.”


  “What is it, Bethany? Do we need to go to the police?”


  “Whatever you do, don’t look at it,” she whispered, standing still a few feet away. Her gaze was distant, as if she stared into a memory.


  “Don’t look at what?” I urged. She took a few small steps away from me.


  “Be warned,” she replied, pulling her lips into a pencil straight line, as if were afraid to say another word.


  “Please…tell me what’s going on!”


  “I-I’ve said too much.”


  “Wait! Bethany!” I called, but she ignored me as she turned and ran out of sight.


  I threw my backpack down and followed her, every thought of school was gone from my mind. But, no matter how quickly I moved, she moved faster. She bounded through the town as if she could go on forever. The moment she disappeared from my sight, I hated myself. I knew she was in trouble, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to save her. I didn’t know where she went after that; that was the last time I had seen her alive.


  When the police converged two doors down the next day, I knew that all was not well. I ran outside, joining my neighbors along the edge of the caution tape where I saw two men wearing coroner’s jackets. My heart sank as her corpse surfaced. I hadn’t told anyone about the last time I had seen her, which, in that moment, I regretted. When they pulled her out on a stretcher, I only glimpsed the mound of ripped flesh that had once been my friend. The police tossed a white tarp over her, sealing her from my life forever.


  Her monster, however, lived on.


  I TOOK A few deep breaths with the blanket over my head, trying to push away the images of her remains. Will they find me like that in a few days after I am ripped to pieces?


  The thought made me sick, but it was the only outcome I could imagine.


  If I don’t look, I’ll be safe, I tried to convince myself. But was I really?


  All I had to go by were Bethany’s cryptic last words—probably the strategy she had used to survive. It wasn’t a shield—I wasn’t even sure that it would work for long. If it hadn’t been enough to save her, why would my case be any different? At Bethany’s funeral, her face was frozen in a kind of horror that even death couldn’t erase. Whatever killed her hadn’t just taken her life—it scarred her very soul as well.


  I couldn’t imagine something of this world having the ability to do that, and for all my thinking, I didn’t want to.


  Bethany had good intentions by warning me that day, but neither of us knew there would be consequences for her good deed. Her death was only the first. She never realized that her warning put me in as much danger as she had been in during those final days. The night the scratching sounded at my window, I didn’t think much of it. I barely lost a wink of sleep.


  Looking back, I envied that night.


  The day after Bethany’s funeral felt odd. The town seemed still—unreal—as if everyone was part of a giant, unscripted play. People barely spoke a word, and when they did, they were void of emotion. It was like we were all puppets. I didn’t want to go to school and see the empty desk and locker that was once hers. None of my classmates did, but the board president thought it would be good for us to get back to a regular routine. Problem was, he had no idea about the creature that plagued the town. Who knew how many other people she tried to warn on the last day of her life?


  For all I knew, if the monster was passed by a single warning, everyone in the school could be on its radar.


  Who knew how long she had been trying to escape before she died?


  Before I learned about the truth of her words, I tried to take the advice of every adult in my life who told me to “mourn in a healthy manner.” Everyone felt her death in their own strange way. I didn’t question it; I merely buried myself in the mystery of her loss. It was how I kept her alive—the thought of her actually being dead was too much to handle.


  Everyone offered advice on what I should do to move on, but none of them felt her death as strongly as I did. I could see the sympathy on the faces of all my teachers, and despite myself, I felt bitter. It was easy for them to judge a situation that they knew nothing of. I heard them whispering about me when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. They didn’t know that I could hear everything.


  I shuffled my books in my arm on my way to my locker, and considered ditching school for the rest of the day. If no one else did, I was sure my parents would understand. I avoided the benign glances of my classmates in the hallway, assuring myself that they would pass with the strange feeling that Bethany’s death had created.


  Something had to give eventually.


  I opened the small metal door and nearly dropped the heavy textbooks on my toe. I froze in place. A lock of brown hair sat on my shelf, a long beautiful ribbon tied at one end. Its frayed edges had been dipped in blood, leaving an ugly puddle that stained every book in its path. Everyone would think I was insane, but I knew that the hair belonged to Bethany.


  Taken after her death, I was sure.


  “Who did this?” I yelled, turning to face the kids in the hallway.


  A few of them turned at the sound of my voice, but not a single person stopped to acknowledge me.


  “You think it’s funny? She was murdered, you twisted psychopaths!”


  The bell rang, summoning everyone to their classes. I laughed to myself, banging the back of my head gently against the locker door. I felt like I was going insane. Maybe I was. For all the things I could’ve been bullied over, why did they choose a tragedy? I sank to the floor, burying my face into my knees for a long time.


  Things wouldn’t be normal for a while.


  I felt a light touch on my arm. Sniffling, I looked up at a teacher. I didn’t have her for any of my classes, so she was practically a stranger. I hated that she saw me in such a broken moment—reminding me, once again, of Bethany’s disheveled look.


  “Hey, are you okay?” she asked.


  I wiped at my eyes and looked at the smear of makeup on my skin, before I looked back at her. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” I squeaked, sticking a cork in the part of me that wanted to spill everything.


  There was no way I would tell anyone what was going on. It didn’t seem right.


  She offered me a gentle smile. “Make sure you get to class, okay?”


  I nodded, and she quickly walked away. I sighed as I wiped at my face again and struggled to my feet. I was about to slam the door when I noticed a tiny note sitting beside the lock of hair. I glanced around and noticed that nobody was watching me. Maybe that’s for the best, I thought. My hands shook as I reached out for the note, my eyes on the bloody lock of hair the entire time. I was glad the teacher hadn’t noticed it. I unfolded it carefully and read the poem inside:


   


  Bethany, Bethany


  Why don’t you see,


  The monster outside


  That’s coming for me


   


  I didn’t waste a second tossing it on top of the hair and closing the door. The time would come to deal with it, but that wasn’t the day. On my walk home, my head was reeling. Did the scratching on my window belong to the thing that she tried to warn me about on the morning of her disappearance? Somehow, amidst my routine, I forgot all about Bethany’s cryptic words, giving myself the last sense of peace I would ever feel. That night, the noises started again. They were gentle, almost as if the creature wasn’t sure how to approach me.


  Thoughts of Bethany’s remains were enough for me to know that whatever it was, it wasn’t shy.


  After sleeping through it the first night, I felt annoyed as the second began. I rubbed my eyes before wandering outside to check my window. I wanted to see if the scratching sound was nothing more than a broken branch scraping eerily against the glass. I felt braver on the first few days, convincing myself it was nothing and always finding evidence to back it up. Without the crippling fear, I was able to go outside in the middle of the night to investigate the source of the noise, rather than hiding like a four-year-old afraid of her closet. I smiled to myself as I broke the branch and tossed it to the ground without a second thought.


  Part of me was ready to face the thing that had taken away my best friend. If it decided I was next, then so be it.


  When I turned to go back inside, my heart plummeted to my stomach. On my windowsill was the lock of brown hair with the bloody ribbon. I felt as though a thousand eyes were on me, picking up on every move I made. My heart pounded against my ribs as I ran back inside.


  I was sure that I left it in my locker.


  There was no coincidence. It wasn’t a cruel high school joke, it was a warning.


  Whatever had killed Bethany had its eyes on me.


  Whatever you do, don’t look at it, Bethany’s words echoed in my mind.


  My stomach knotted itself into a ball. How could I not look if I didn’t know what it was?


  I know better than to look, but how can I possibly win if all I do is hide every night? I thought numbly. This isn’t much of a life. The scratching at my glass only seemed to get louder with each minute that passed.


  I was too afraid to look—to confront the thing that took my best friend away. In my head, the image of the beast was a shadow that lurked everywhere, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.


  Only a week had passed since Bethany’s death. The thought of living like this for the rest of my life made me sick. How could I live a normal life being hunted down every night? Would I endanger anyone that I tried to warn, just as Bethany had with me?


  She had a different approach to this situation than I do, but I have a feeling neither of them are right.


  The scratching became deafening as the creature hovered just beyond the fringes of my sanity.


  I remembered the poem in my locker once again. I hadn’t recognized the handwriting on the tiny scrap of paper. Perhaps it was a warning to my deceased friend from someone close. I wondered who gave it to her. Did they cause the beast to go after Bethany? Were they warnings from the beast itself, so it would know that I was aware of its existence? I thought about the last few weeks’ worth of news. The only death that had been reported was hers.


  Was it possible that no one noticed when the other person went missing?


  I can’t let it win. For Bethany’s sake, I can’t let it win. I must end it.


  Something pounded against the glass, joining in with the unearthly scratching sound. I bit my tongue, trying not to scream. The sound mimicked the blood pulsing in my ears. If my parents knew this beast existed, they would be in danger too. Part of me couldn’t help but wonder how they hadn’t heard a sound.


  The scratching started up again, but then came the sound that I had dreaded most of all. The glass shattered with such a loud crash that it sent goosebumps across my skin. I heard each tiny sparkling shard land on the hardwood floor like ice from a hailstorm.


  After a week of torment, the beast had grown tired of waiting for me to crack.


  I sobbed quietly under the blankets with my eyes tightly shut. My last line of defense. I didn’t know what to do. Had Bethany’s last moments been like this? Should I make a run for it, or stay under the blanket?


  My fear made the choice for me.


  “Don’t look,” I whispered, with shaky breaths. “Don’t look.”


  Floorboards creaked as the creature closed in, knowing perfectly well where I was hiding. The footsteps sounded deep—I guessed that whatever it was weighed a considerable amount. I felt the pressure on the end of the bed as it pressed softly on the corner. A few more steps, and I could feel the indented spot on the bed moving closer to me.


  I clasped my hand over my mouth, fighting the urge to scream. Tears streamed down my face as fear and adrenaline rushed through my veins. Suddenly, I felt pressure onto my back. Its grotesque hand felt almost like an eagle’s talon. The odd fingers circled my skin for a moment before its claws pierced through the blanket and into my back.


  I let out a cry of pain, but my throat was so hoarse from crying that I barely made a sound. The other hand grasped the blanket and I felt the cold air hit my face as it threw the sheets aside.


  It’s just trying to get your attention, a familiar voice whispered. It can’t hurt you if you refuse to look into its eyes.


  “B-Bethany?” I stammered, feeling the urge to peek through my fingers.


  The claws dug deeper into my back in response, and I cried out again. I dug my fingers into the pillow as I tried to wait out the fresh wave of pain. I felt the tip of each of its three claws. Seemed real enough, but I wondered if it was all in my head. A second hand put pressure on the bed, and the beast leaned toward me. I could hear its breathing as it inched closer to the side of my face.


  “Run,” Bethany whispered, urgently. “Run!”


  At the sound of her voice, a hurricane of emotions flooded through my heart. I tried, but could no longer keep my eyes closed. They opened a little, picking up the shadowy figure of the nightmarish creature beside my bed. Suddenly, large orange eyes stared at me from a face straight from Hell. I could feel my soul being ripped to pieces as it was pulled from my body.


  I made the fatal mistake –I looked.


   


   


   


   


   


  I want a fairytale romance in a make-believe land. Let’s run through the beautiful meadow and pretend the walls aren’t closing in. One trip and the world will consume us, but don’t hesitate—don’t look back. This world of make-believe survives solely on your faith.


   


   


  




  The Senator’s Daughter


  “EVERYONE ON THEIR best behavior!” Kaylee, my ‘mother’ yells from her perch beside the door.


  Her gaze sweeps over the crowd before coming to rest on me. I pull my lips into a thin line and fold my arms across my chest. We’re both painfully aware of the absence of familial bonds between us—it’s obvious from that look. She would never address her own daughters that way, and even though there are five hundred people crowded in the same room, I know her comment was only meant for me. Beside me are my half-sisters, Miranda and Destiny, standing with their clothes looking as perfect as their hair and nails. No expense was spared in making sure they looked top of the line for this evening’s event.


  Average by comparison, I am wearing the dress I have worn to a hundred events before. My hair is sloppily pulled back, and I only bothered to put on enough makeup to keep my face from looking shiny if I happened to sweat.


  A crowd of partygoers behind us begin to cheer. All the venom Kaylee threw my way moments before disappears. As she turns toward the cameras at the front door, she’s all smiles.


  “Welcome to Senator Abrams’ grand ball!” She gushes, sweeping her arm out toward to the foyer where we wait.


  The reporters snap pictures and fire off their questions, gobbling up every morsel of Kaylee’s demonstration. The face she shows them is a much different side to her than the one I see in the privacy of our own home. I sigh, watching Miranda click on the stereo while Destiny spins away to accept a dance from the very first man who asks.


  I find myself in the middle of a party now in full swing, not sure what to do with myself. The Senator—my father—has yet to be seen. I know he’s at work in his chambers, waiting for his wife to lead the reporters his way so he can give his grand speech for the night.


  Publicity. That was the point of tonight’s event—supposedly thrown in the name of charity, but if I knew anything about my father, that was a lie—it would all go directly into his own pockets.


  I grasp my thick ponytail of deep blonde hair and toss it over my shoulder. Taking a quick scan of the room, it seems impossibly full of people. I can’t even tell the media from the partygoers anymore. Nothing captures my interest, and I’m already exhausted. I suddenly long for the luxury of my bed, but tonight would keep me away from it longer than I care to wait.


  I feel a poke on my shoulder. Convinced that it’s Kaylee coming to criticize me—again—I turn around, rather stiffly throwing on my best fake smile. I’m surprised to see a young man, maybe a year older than me, with bleached-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. My eyes trail over his black three-piece suit, and I snort to myself as I continue to stare.


  Even his clothes are fancier than mine.


  “May I have this dance?” he asks, stretching out his hand to me.


  Such a straightforward question, but I have no idea how to respond. I glance over at Miranda. She’s standing alone on the edge of the crowd. She hasn’t been asked to dance yet. My gaze shifts back to the boy, and my fake expression returns.


  “I’m sorry, you’ve made a mistake—Miranda is over there.” I point to my sister.


  He lifts an eyebrow, confused by my reaction. “Ah, Madame… I saw her, but I would like to dance with you.”


  My own confusion only grows at his statement. I step back from him, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Destiny and Miranda’s availability usually determines my level of participation in events like this.


  “Yeah, alright,” I finally agree.


  I put my hand in his and let him pull me into the middle of the dancing crowd. I glance around again, trying to catch a glimpse of my sisters, Kaylee, or my father. I want to see the looks on their faces, but the crowd is too thick for me to even see through, let alone pinpoint the location of my family.


  Gently, the man swings me around, and for a moment, I’m almost able to forget where I am…and who I am. For the first time in years, I feel happy. It’s unsettling. The song comes to an end and he bows to me, a smile lighting up his beautiful features. I smile back at him, but quickly let it drop. Every little bit of good in my life is usually countered by something bad.


  Would this evening wind up as another case of Murphy’s Law?


  “Thank you, ma’am. Would you care for another?”


  I graciously decline, fearing for his safety when I catch glimpse of Kaylee’s straight red hair nearby. I’m not used to people taking interest in me, but it will be bad for him if my father sees it. My sisters are the stars of the family—I may as well be a troll. The man seems upset, but doesn’t say a word. I want to ask him his name, but I can’t work up the courage to do so. I squeeze his hand before abandoning him in the crowd and heading straight for the buffet table. I grasp a paper cup, trying to push away my biting thoughts. I drain the punch completely before crumpling the cup and moving to the outer edge of the party. My gaze sweeps over the crowd of people, but the man I danced with seems to have disappeared.


  I think about him despite myself—who was he? What’s his business here?


  Miranda and Destiny aren’t plagued by these kinds of thoughts. They are in the center of the crowd, laughing and dancing as they pass from partner to partner. Like a disease, I think to myself, watching them eat up every ounce of attention they get from men and women alike.


  For just a moment, I envy them.


  Their lives are so carefree, so fun. They never feel the weight of the world on their shoulders. The spotlight falls on them, and them alone.


  I drag my eyes away and see that Kaylee has vanished again. I assume she found her way back to my father and the reporters.


  Maybe I can skip out after all, I think, glancing toward the open glass doors beside the foyer. They overlook our garden, and at night—when the moon shines overhead—they reflect the pond in the distance.


  The tension in my shoulders eases as I wander away. The noise of the party fades into the distance. I sit on the small stone bench beside the pond. A sigh escapes my lips as I gaze into the deep darkness of the water. I enjoy solitude more than I ever will the company of my family. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I make sure that no one has noticed my escape, and I travel deeper into the garden.


  I suck in my breath sharply and a sudden pain fills the back of my skull as I’m sent flying into the dirt a few feet away. I groan, struggling to prop myself back up again. I touch the back of my head, and pull my hand back, only to see my fingers are covered in blood. A wave of nausea washes over me, but I hear the sound of something closing in, footsteps behind me. I try to roll over to catch a glimpse of my attacker, but all I see is a brick in the darkness before my world swirls to black.


  ***


  I REGAIN CONSCIOUSNESS, my breathing hot and rugged. I open my eyes to nothing but blackness, and that’s when I notice the burlap sack over my head. I swallow roughly and try to move my arm so I can rip it off, but my hands are bound behind me—and so are my feet. I try to wrench any of my limbs free, and when that doesn’t work, I resort to screaming—which I could if it weren’t for the gag stuffed into my mouth. My breathing becomes quicker; I’m on the verge of hyperventilating. The air leaves my lungs faster than I can draw it back in.


  This is how it ends! I think, slipping to the verge of consciousness once again.


  I try to take another strained breath when the bag is ripped off my head. I’m blinded by the light, then I begin to adjust to my surroundings. The room is eerily clean and beyond white—the brightness radiates from the walls and ceiling. The floor is covered with a beige carpet and there is a metal desk beside me. That leads me to believe I’m in some sort of office building.


  “Good to see you’re awake,” a voice calls from nearby.


  I swallow hard as I turn toward the source. My eyes widen. It’s the boy I danced with only hours before. The collar of his button up shirt is undone and blood runs down his chest.


  I know it’s mine.


  “Wh-what do you want?” I ask, the gag muffling the sound.


  “Hello, Doll. I’m sure you have plenty of questions,” he says, pointing a gun at me. My eyes are so focused on the weapon that I don’t notice he has approached me until the gag is pulled from my mouth. I draw in a fresh breath of air, feeling the panic begin to ebb.


  “Where am I?” My voice sounds rough and cracked as I move my head to scan the small room. If it was an office building, there’d be some sort of watercooler—the punch served at the dance seems a long time ago.


  “You don’t need to concern yourself with that,” he assures me as he sits on a stool a few feet away.


  “Why am I here?”


  “I need you to make a little phone call to your Daddy,” he sneers.


  His motive pops into my mind and the fear disappears. “Ransom. You’re holding me for…ransom?”


  He nods.


  I laugh, throwing my head back to exaggerate it all. My cackles echo around the room, sounding much like a madman. He watches me, eyebrows pinched together in confusion as he tightens the grip on his gun. Will he shoot me for my outburst?


  “What are you doing?” he demands.


  “I’m sorry, but your notion—it’s ridiculous.” Water streams from my eyes as I drop my chin to look at him.


  “How so? The Senator is loaded,” he says, pointing the gun at the ceiling as he studies the details on it. “Your whole freakin’ family is.”


  “Yeah, maybe so. But if you want a piece of it, you grabbed the wrong daughter.”


  “It doesn’t make a damn difference. He’ll want any of his rich-bitch daughters back. Now enough of this. Time to make a phone call.”


  “I’m telling you—it’s a waste of time,” I insist, dipping my head to the side.


  He glares at me and holds the receiver to his ear, dialing the number. I try to pull off the binds tied to my wrists as he switches to speakerphone. We wait as it rings four times.


  “Hello?” my father finally answers.


  “I have your daughter, Mr. Abrams. If you ever want to see her again, deliver one hundred thousand dollars to the abandoned warehouse on the edge of town by midnight,” he orders.


  “Please don’t hurt her,” he pleads, panic rising in his voice. “Put her on the phone, let me know she’s okay.”


  At the sound of my father’s concern, I’m petrified. It’s a surprise to hear that tone in his voice. It seems odd, foreign.


  The boy stares at me. That’s your cue, his eyes seem to say.


  “Hi, Father,” I mutter.


  There’s silence on the line for a long time. I wonder if he has someone working to trace the source of the call.


  “Victoria? You have Victoria?” He pauses for another moment. “You can keep her—you’d do this family a huge favor by getting rid of her!”


  The line clicks, and he’s gone. The boy scoffs, staring at the phone for a moment before turning toward me, eyes blinking rapidly in disbelief. I bow my head, trying to keep the tears from flowing. I let myself believe he cared for a second, and now that even that has been ripped away, my heart literally hurts. I knew my father regretted my existence, but never had he made that fact as blatantly clear as he had tonight.


  I bite down on my bottom lip.


  “Might as well kill me off now. He ain’t gonna pay a dime.”


  “What the hell just happened?” The boy asks, lifting the gun to scratch at his temple.


  “Twenty years ago, Senator Abrams had an affair—and I was the result. He never meant to have me. Never wanted to take me in either, but then my mom died. It would’ve hurt his publicity to let me go into foster care. I’m the shame of my family—the Black Sheep, if you will. If you wanted your ransom, Destiny or Miranda would’ve been your targets. Even Kaylee would’ve been worth something.”


  “You’re still his daughter…and he left you for dead.” He stares at the phone before standing to his feet. “That’s fucked up.”


  “Yeah. What do you care?” I straighten my spine as I look at him.


  “I know what it’s like to not have a parent give a shit. My dad bailed before I was born, and Mom—if you can call her that—was a serious heroin addict. Sometimes days would go by before I saw her again.” He turns his back toward me at the beginning of the speech. I’m sure he’s hiding his emotions.


  “Is that how she died?”


  “Why do you assume she’s dead?” he snaps, pacing across the room, refusing to make eye contact.


  “You’ve ended up here—this story obviously has no happy ending.”


  “Well, you’re right about her death, but drugs didn’t kill her. I did,” he says. “Out of spite. I couldn’t take it anymore. That place—those people…it needed to stop.”


  “That seems a fitting nickname for you—Spite,” I laugh. “So that’s why you need money?”


  He nods, turning toward me again as he slides down the wall. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”


  “Sounds like you don’t have much time to figure it out.”


  He sighs and looks at the ceiling. I can see the frustration and worry in his eyes. Despite the binds holding me to the chair, I want to help him. I scrunch my face at the thought, wondering what the hell is wrong with me. I’m still in pain from the wound on my head—the injury he had given me—but I feel sorry for him.


  “If it means anything, I could get you the money you need,” I offer.


  Spite shoots a glare my way, suspicion in his eyes. “Why? Why would you do that after what I’ve done to you?”


  I shrug. “You actually need it—more than my father ever did. I don’t know you, but I don’t feel you’re a bad person. Just desperate.”


  “That’s the truth.” He breathes through his teeth.


  I wipe my chin on my shoulder to get rid of a stubborn tear clinging there. What will come of me now that my fate rests in the hands of an unstable, desperate man?


  “I’m sorry your father is such an asshole. I—I felt bad, when I approached you at the dance, knowing I had plans to kidnap you. But it seems you’ve had it much worse before I came along.”


  “What happens now?”


  “I’m not gonna kill you, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he says, slamming the gun to the floor.


  “You’re just gonna let me go?” I ask, raising my eyebrows in surprise.


  “When I saw you, I thought you were rich and snobby. But during our dance, I saw the real you. Something was different about you. You were so…uncomfortable…unhappy. Now I see I was right—you’re like me, born into a crappy life you don’t deserve.”


  “At least you understand what it’s like. Untie me, I want to help you.”


  His eyes cloud with suspicion again. “How? How could you do that?”


  “I have a debit card, and I know my father’s bank information. I can get the money, and you can go on your way just as you planned.”


  “Y-you would do that for me?” he asks, stumbling to his feet.


  “Yes, I would.”


  “How do I know this isn’t a trap?” he snarls, folding his arms across his chest.


  “Look at me…do I seem the type? You heard my father, he doesn’t care if I live or die. I’m not going back there—I can’t take another day of it.”


  “So, what are you saying?”


  “I’m saying if I get you that money then I’m coming with you.”


  He plasters a toothy smile to his face. “You have yourself a deal, Victoria.”


  ***


  MY HEART BEATS out of control as I wait in line at the bank. I feel like everyone has eyes on me, though not a single person looks my way. When I come within range of the security camera, I duck my head into my coat to keep my face from view. The clothes that Spite loaned me are baggy on my slender frame. For a moment, I wonder if this is what it feels like to rob a bank.


  “Next!” the teller calls.


  I approach and give her the Senator’s account information. She glances between me and her computer before asking for ID. After confirming my name on the account, I withdraw twenty-thousand dollars, convinced he would barge in at any moment to stop me. I watch her count it all out in hundred-dollar bills, silently praying she would move faster. When she finishes, I smile, stuffing the money into the duffle bag Spite had given me before I thank her and rush out the door.


  Spite waits for me in a black Buick LeSabre, pushing the door open as I approach. I climb into the passenger seat.


  “You get it?” he asks, peeling out of the parking lot.


  “Twenty-thousand. I know it’s not what you asked for, but it was the best I could do without him noticing it’s gone right away.”


  “It’s perfect,” he says, reaching out a hand to grasp my thigh.


  “Once he finds out it’s gone, he’ll come after us,” I caution.


  “We can get out of here and leave that all behind,” he says, moving his hand back to the steering wheel.


  “Not quite—one last thing.”


  He raises an eyebrow, casting me a sideways glance. “What do you propose?”


  “We fake our deaths and leave these awful lives behind for good.”


   


   


   


   


   


  Is there a Heaven or a Hell? How are we so sure we aren’t already in one or the other?


  



  What’s paradise to some is damnation to others.


   


   


  




  The Empty Glass


  “HELLO, VINCENT?” I call, standing in the open door of the freezing room. No response. I wonder if he went on his lunch break already.


  I never seem to make it in time to escort him. I frown to myself, glancing over my shoulder as I step further into the room, prompted by curiosity. I turn on the light. Shockingly white tiles glare back at me from the walls and the floor. I’m almost blinded for a moment as I stumble a few more steps forward.


  I’m not supposed to be in here without a doctor’s supervision, but my urge to explore is top priority. Vincent won’t mind—though I’m not sure what the other doctors will think. A sense of unease prickles through my spine as I wander through the white room, trying to keep my eyes off each of the four distinct corners.


  I know what waits in them. It’s a chilling thought.


  Bodies lie on cold, gray gurneys. Three of them, each in their own corner, as if they shouldn’t be too close to one another. Most people would feel sick at the sight of them, but death brings me peace—it’s familiar. I come to the medical examiner’s office a lot. My fiancé, Vincent, interns here, giving me the opportunity to spend a lot of time in this cold place, watching the nameless faces pass through on their journey to burial.


  They have names, of course. I just never bother to learn them.


  I wander slowly toward two of the bodies. One of them has already been partially dissected for his autopsy. The deep gash runs from his collarbone down to the base of his stomach, dividing his torso in two. His organs are no longer there. They’re set in a bowl on the other side of the room. Only his hollow body remains, looking almost like a slab of meat—if you can ignore the sallow face perched just above it.


  My eyes trail upwards to the last remaining human part of the man—the part that still shows emotion, even in death. His neck is bent at a crooked angle. It almost looks painful, then I remind myself that he cannot feel anymore. His eyes are glazed over with blown pupils as he stares into a void forever. I observe him carefully. Even though he can’t see anymore, I still feel as if he watches me hovering above him. His blank expression is permanently fixed on nothing. I can’t help but wonder what kind of a person this man had been in life.


  I tear my eyes away from him and look toward the gurney in the other corner. An old woman lies there. She has the same stillness of the man I had just observed. She’s a larger woman, her body rigid from rigor mortis—obviously a recent death. Her life passed through God’s fingers only hours before, so soon in fact that her autopsy hasn’t been started yet. She lies here, in the same position she had been at the time of her death, and in the same naked state of her birth. One of her heavy arms seems frozen by her side at an awkward angle. I guess she died curled up in the comfort of her sleep. Luckily for her, she hadn’t suffered.


  I shiver, looking around this cold room of death. Seeing the bodies in the office always makes me feel both hints of sorrow for the inevitable, and gratitude for the life that I have been given. While our bodies are left to stare into nothing, where do our minds go? Our souls? Do they wait near their bodies, watching what is left of themselves in the world they have left behind?


  I don’t bother to study the third corpse. Turning my back to them, I look at the other half of the room. An empty gurney sits in the fourth corner of the room, littered with various tools and a small empty glass toward the end.


  I stare at it, marveling at the significance of the tiny object. It looks so out of place here. The empty glass cup reminds me a lot of the bodies surrounding me. At one time, it was full of something; useful and much needed in its duty. Now? It sits, empty and forgotten by the world that left it behind.


  I glance back at the disemboweled man. At one time, he too was full of life, with a unique personality and soul. Now he is empty, drained dry of any trace of the energy life had given him. Just like the old woman on the other side of the room—though life would’ve proven them much different. I wonder what this situation looks like from his point of view. Can he see himself in this state of disarray? Is his soul aware of the things happening to his body as it’s perched in Heaven (or Hell)? Or is he oblivious to his fate, reduced to the slab of meat that he now resembles?


  I shiver again. Glancing back at the empty glass, I feel it mocking me from its place on the table—a materialistic version of the corpses in the room. I step closer to it, observing the only thing in here not connected to death, yet with more strings attached than anything else. As my eyes focus on it, I see a hairline crack running up one side.


  Even though the glass isn’t alive, it’s dying in here as well. Soon it too will experience the feeling of being cast aside, forever forgotten to the rest of the world. A new one will replace it, and the empty glass would be no more than a memory in the minds of the few who care to remember it. Is that how the dead feel when they watch their families moving on, carrying their lives forward without them in it?


  I look at the bowl with the man’s organs, resting a few feet away from the cracked, empty glass. I know that everyone ends up in this place eventually, with their organs in a bowl and no longer able to give the vital support needed to sustain an existence. Who we are, what we did in life, the people we befriended, loved, and hated—none of it matters as we lie on the cold, hard gurneys waiting to take the final steps to be forgotten.


  We are destined to this place like the cracked glass is to the garbage—brought to the morgue and forgotten. This is the first step on the long road of no return. Just like the shattered glass at the bottom of the trash can; once we fulfill our purpose, we have no place left on Earth.


   


   


   


   


   


  You pushed me down to the depths of my sorrow, until I thought I wouldn’t see the light of day again. You expected me to drown, didn’t you? To be left there for an eternity, waiting for your hand to pull me up? What you never realized is that I live in the shadows, thrive even. When I pull myself from the darkness, I’ll be stronger for it and you’ll regret leaving me for dead.


   


   


  




  A Letter to My Stalker


  TO MY “ADMIRER,” 


   


  You know me, but I don’t know you. All I have to go on is a note—one simple anonymous message—passed to me through the cold vines of the internet. A message, a taunt, a promise, a threat—you want to hurt me in ways I could never imagine, and destroy my mind and body with unspeakable acts.


  “Catch me if you can,” you said.


  Maybe I’ll figure out who you are, but maybe I won’t. I have clues, of course. You’re no stranger to social media, just as you’re no stranger to my life. You watch me, don’t you? At least you’ve said you do.


  I wonder: did you watch me pack my car with boxes? What did it make you think? Did you want to stop me? Are you angry that I’m moving on with my life, or do you think I’m moving because of you? Do you think you’ve scared me into running away?


  I assure you—you have not.


  Your words have never left my mind, but let me make this very clear—you have no control over me or my life. I do not fear you, nor will I let your words influence a single step I make. Perhaps one day I will be unfortunate enough to find out who you are—to cross paths with you and bring an end to all this ugliness. And perhaps I won’t. Maybe you are merely the coward I imagine you to be. Either way, one thing is certain—I will not let myself be a victim.


  Not again.


   


  Sincerely, 


  Your Not-So-Delicate Flower


   


  An odd surge of relief hits me as I press send. It’s odd really. Nothing has changed—I’m still in just as much danger as I was a moment before—yet all seems right with the world. I have no idea if my stalker will even read my response, but knowing it’s out there waiting for him in the same place he first noticed me, gives me strength.


  If there’s one thing I don’t want, it’s for him to know just how much his letter terrifies me.


  Hateful messages are one thing when you know the sender. But when you don’t? They’re terrifying. Every sound becomes a threat and before you know it, one eye is permanently looking over your shoulder, because you can’t trust the world to let you go anywhere alone.


  I followed you at your job once.


  He could be lurking anywhere.


  I watch you every time you leave your house.


  He’s the reason I moved, though I’d never let him know that I don’t feel safe in my own home.


  I’ll sneak into your home and do things to your body that you’ll never forget.


  After that line, even locks don’t seem secure enough. I feel dirty, though I shouldn’t. I wanted a fresh start, so I got one—far away from my old town on the other side of the country. I wanted peace of mind. The drastic move gave me just a bit of my freedom back.


  If I ever catch you alone, it’s on.


  Even the biggest of creeps wouldn’t be willing to invest that much time, money, and effort in one victim, right?


  …Right?


  The town was a dead end anyway. The same job for almost ten years, a handful of friends that avoided me more than they included me—I easily convinced myself that I hadn’t left anything important behind.


  With what I have, it seemed easy enough to start over again as if the last few months of unpleasantness never happened.


  That is, until I got the reply.


   


  My Porcelain Doll,


   


  Shall I teach you a lesson in fragility? Don’t you see that with life comes vulnerability? Of course, you’re weak and breakable—like a newborn kitten. Your life could end in the fraction of a second and you’d be no wiser to it—at least, not in time to stop it.


  I don’t want to hear that you don’t think of me. I’m always on your mind. I am right now, aren’t I? You wrote your letter to prove a point to me, to make a show of your strength. There’s no other reason for it. That’s all well and good, but you don’t seem to realize that calling me out is the opposite of forgetting me. You’re engaging me; drawing me in more and more with every little word you dare to spew my way.


  Your letter shows a lovely color in you, one I never imagined existed. I like it—the boldness, I mean. You dare laugh at my anonymous status, thinking it shows cowardice? No, my sweet: it shows patience, preparation, and readiness. You think you’re anywhere near as prepared for what your future holds as I am? If so, you underestimate me.


  I was kind enough to send you that message to give you a fighting chance when the time comes. Nothing more and nothing less.


  You claim you won’t be a victim again? Well, sweetheart, we’ll see about that. Just because there are miles between us doesn’t mean you’re safe. I’ll let you in on a little secret—you’re never safe. You’ve certainly made a strong declaration, but I can do the same.


  Run and hide, little girl. Wolves don’t rely on eyesight to hunt and neither do I.


   


  Forever yours,


  Your Distant Admirer


   


   


   


   


   


  And in her life, she found the perfect death—a way to drown out the pain; a way to let go.


   


   


  




  The Angel of Death


  DARKNESS ENVELOPED THE neighborhood—not a sound in the desolate night. It seemed life was suddenly absent as the crisp, chilly winds blew, rattling the branches of the nearly leafless trees. No crickets chirped from the foliage. No cats stirred in the shadows. The moon refused to rise on that late fall day.


  “I can kill you, Johnnie!” an outraged voice cried. It came from the depths of one of the houses, breaking the deafening silence.


  “You don’t have the guts,” Johnnie replied.


  Scuffling sounds could be heard as the two men fought, struggling for their lives against the blows from each other’s fists. A gunshot rang out. The sound radiated through the stillness, marking the end of a life. The body thumped to the floor without so much as a twitch, and the gunman crept away from the scene of the crime to escape the evil deed of his blackened heart. His dark outfit blended in with the night, and he disappeared down the street, leaving the mess of his misdeed behind him.


  Silence ruled the night once again. A small woman stood up from where she had crouched, observing the scene and crying quietly in the shadows. She had seen this before; jealousy and greed worth more than the value of a human life, as clearly was the case tonight.


  She didn’t know why she bothered to hide—they couldn’t see her. She supposed it was a habit from the time she had spent as a human, centuries ago. She crept across the yard; her gentle footsteps making almost no sound as she lighted across the grass. She opened the door of the house and flicked on the lights. The room was a mess. The body of the dead man lay slumped on the ground, blood and brain matter splattered against the wall and the floor.


  She frowned, deeply saddened. She never liked this part, but she had no choice. It didn’t matter who she was; her stomach and heart ached at the sight. Creeping over to the body, she knelt beside it. Her fingers shook as she set them atop his arm, feeling a subtle bit of warmth leaving his body. She clutched his shoulder gently and backed away, standing up to watch the body closely.


  A white mirage of the deceased man rose from it slowly. If she hadn’t already known what it was, she might’ve mistaken it for smoke. She watched quietly as the haze collected together and found its footing. It usually took the spirits a minute or two to learn how to do this, before they noticed her.


  The ghost face of the man twisted as he jumped, as if he only just realized he wasn’t alone. He stared in silence, with a look of part confusion and part awe. She knew why. Her face could melt the toughest man’s heart. Her beautiful green eyes, always crafted in concern, and her lips, pursed to match. She raised her hands as a sign of friendliness, afraid that he’d be frightened like many others before him.


  The man seemed to regain himself at her movement.


  “W-who are you?” he asked.


  She put her arms down. “The Angel of Death,” she said simply.


  He looked as if he was ready to argue.


  To prove her point, she unfolded her large, white wings. They billowed behind her, vaguely resembling an eagle’s, except hers were far more majestic. It was impossible for anyone to deny her once they caught sight of them.


  “I’m dead?” he asked, his voice almost a whisper.


  She hated this part the most. Avoiding eye contact, she nodded.


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “He really did it?” His voice broke, moving from surprise to grief in an instant. “I’m never gonna see my family and friends again. Or get that promotion. I’ll never…I’ll never see my kid’s first birthday,” he rambled. She realized suddenly that he wasn’t addressing her; he was talking to himself.


  The Angel of Death raised her hands for him to stop. It was hard enough to deal with her own guilt—she didn’t want to add remorse to it.


  He looked up at her through wide eyes, as if he thought she would hurt him.


  “I’m sorry about it, I truly am,” she whispered.


  “Sorry? What do you mean you’re sorry? Can’t you give me more time?” he begged. “Please…I promise that I won’t bargain for dirty money anymore. I’ll be a better person; I’ll start going to church again!”


  She heard pleas like this before, but could do nothing to help them. The Grim Reaper decided their fate, not her. Humans found that hard to understand. The Grim Reaper didn’t show himself to humans the way she had to. It made sense for them not to know that he was the one with the icy heart.


  It was easier to blame it on her.


  “I have no say in it. I’m supposed to collect your soul. If I could give you more time, I would,” she said, honestly.


  He hung his head in silence, realizing his fate. It was the closest he would come to acceptance. The Angel of Death didn’t speak—there was nothing left to say. She reached out to him. He stared at her for a long time and it was hard to register the emotions in his eyes. For a moment, she wondered if he would try to slap her hand away. Finally, his face broke. Gently, he set his ghostly white hand on hers. She could feel his uncertainty before she closed her eyes and, with a mental flick, whisked him off to the next person in the chain of the afterlife; the Sorter.


  She opened her eyes. Once again, she was left alone with the bloodstained body. It was nothing but a carcass now, left to collect flies until it would be discovered in the morning. The Angel of Death turned to leave the house and disappear into the eerie fall night. Her heart was heavy.


  She did what she was told—that was it. She didn’t want to, but was compelled to do it anyway, like being on constant autopilot. Her life felt scripted by invisible writers. Except, they weren’t invisible—they were made real by the knowledge they were her bosses, and in control of her every action. It didn’t matter what she thought, or what she felt. She learned that some time before, when she protested the position. Her job wasn’t to think, or to ask questions; she was just a pawn in the chess game of the afterlife.


  She had two bosses. Lucy and April—twin angels, fair-skinned and fair-haired—who never left their comfy perches up in Heaven. They looked down their noses at her. None of the angels liked her—and why not? She might be the prettiest, but she was different, in both her job and her appearance. Lucy and April weren’t the only fair angels—all of them were, but her.


  The Angel of Death had dark hair and clothes. “Might as well be Satan’s angel,” Lucy told her once. Her wings were the only thing that matched the other angels, and she cherished them for it. No matter how hard she tried, she could never be one of them, her bosses were quick to point out her flaws. Despite being an angel, she was never allowed to return to Heaven. That was Lucy and April’s favorite taunt toward her, except for, of course, the fact that she didn’t have a name.


  The Angel of Death didn’t understand why such nasty angels had names, and she didn’t. She had a name once, a long time ago when she was a human, and a little girl. But that had long since been forgotten. Now she only had a title, like the Grim Reaper. She worked closely with him, and he was her only friend—to use the term loosely. He was the only one, besides her, that kept to himself.


  She sighed, crossing her arms as she looked around at the darkness surrounding her. A flash of light crossed her vision and her arms dropped to her sides, her shoulders slumping forward. No one else could see that burst of light. It was a signal—she had another job to do.


  She closed her eyes and uttered a charm. When she opened her eyes again, the sun was shining brightly, halfway toward the horizon. Nearly sunset. She had traveled to site of the next accident, on a highway with an overpass nearby. Heavy walls lined the outer edges, creating a cage-like area with stone barriers.


  Beyond the walls, a forest stretched into the distance. The Angel of Death hovered in the air by one of the walls, suspended by her beautiful wings. She looked around, wondering why she had been summoned. There was no pain or suffering yet. She had to wait for the next soul who she was to help pass on.


  A car swerved to the side—right into the car beside it. The loud screeching sound from the tires and grinding metal caught her attention. She watched as the cars slid across the highway, two more cars from the opposite lane joining the mess. One flipped over twice, landing upside down with a crash as it broke free from the pile. The remaining cars hit their breaks to avoid the rubble.


  The sounds of a dozen breaking cars were all one could hear. The pile of wrecked cars became still, after merging across the four lanes of the highway. Destruction and chaos reigned. Oil dripped from cracked machinery and smoke seeped from under the hood of one car. Another began to spark, the likelihood of a fire very real.


  All became silent. The sun reflected off the metal in the jumbled mess of cars. There always seemed to be silence before death, as if tragedy moved without a sound. The Angel of Death stared expectantly; it wasn’t her time to go in yet. She flapped her wings again to stay in the air as she waited. A flash of darkness cut across her vision. She knew it wasn’t visible in the Human’s Realm. It was the Grim Reaper, deciding the fate of each person in the pile of cars.


  She fluttered her wings gently as her bare feet touched the ground. She closed them and crept over to the destruction. Agonized screams rang out broken only by the sounds of sobbing cries. Others had nervous breakdowns. Someone was calling 911 for help. She couldn’t see who it was, but she could feel it. Time is short. She headed for the red car; the one that hit the wreck last and flipped over.


  She felt herself being called to it. The Angel of Death crouched down beside it and peeked through the broken windows. Her heart twisted at the thought of what she might see inside. A woman was trapped with her forehead smashed to the steering wheel, a trickle of blood running down her temple into her hairline. Her seatbelt had held her in place to the now upside-down seat.


  The Angel of Death reached her hand out to her, then stopped. The woman wasn’t why she was here. Her face contorted in confusion as she pulled her hand back. Crawling around the broken car, she peered through the shards of the back window. A little girl in a red dress was slumped over on the roof of the car. The color made it hard to tell how many injuries she suffered. Her face was hidden beneath a wave of blonde hair, but she obviously hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt at the time of the crash. The Angel of Death knew that this little girl was the reason that she was here.


  Such a waste, she sighed.


  She crawled through the broken window, ignoring the broken glass as she reached inside and put her hands beneath the girl’s body. She pulled her out of the car, wary to see the carnage that claimed her life. She set the little girl on the pavement and stepped back, waiting. This would be hard. It was always the worst to collect the souls of children. They didn’t understand what was happening, and she couldn’t explain it to them like she could to the adults.


  It broke her heart, but Lucy and April left her no choice. The hazy white figure of the little girl rose from the small crumpled body. The little girl stood up, her blonde hair appearing white as it rested perfectly over her shoulders. The Angel of Death waited for her reaction, biting her lip gently to keep from crying at the sight of the newly deceased child.


  Finally, the little girl turned to face her.


  “Hi, pretty lady, what’s going on? Is Mommy okay?” the image asked the Angel of Death.


  She stopped herself from glancing at the girl’s mother. She knew that if she did, the little girl would follow. Her mother would be just fine—The Angel of Death knew that. As for the little girl? Well, Grim had decided that it was her time.


  “Your mother’s fine,” the Angel of Death said truthfully. “Want to go for a walk with me?”


  The girl sniffled and wiped at her nose with her hand. “I wanna see Mommy.”


  The Angel of Death broke her gaze for a moment, before forcing herself to smile. “I know, but I need you to come with me for a little while.”


  “Where?” she asked, pushing a clump of beautiful blonde hair from her eyes.


  “Home,” the Angel of Death replied and blinked back tears as she reached her hand out to the little girl.


  The little girl looked unsure, but reached out her tiny hand anyways, setting it on the Angel of Death’s open one. She managed another smile at the little girl and began to walk with her, away from the scene of the accident. She closed her eyes and felt the little girl’s hand disappear as she sent her to The Sorter. The Angel of Death opened her eyes again, her usual bittersweet smile plastered on her face as two, tiny teardrops caressed the sides of her face.


  She turned to look back at the accident. One of the cars had caught on fire. Most of the people in the wreck crawled out with only a few cuts and scrapes. The dead girl’s unconscious mother was pulled out by a bystander who had seen the car flip. She knew that it wasn’t anyone else’s time to walk with her.


  The Angel of Death blinked, not wanting to stay a minute longer. She hated always having to haunt the scenes of tragedies, plucking the life out of a few unfortunate victims along the way. She closed her eyes and flapped her wings, desperate to get out of there as soon as she could. When she opened her eyes again, she stood in the middle of a cemetery. It was an iconic place to her.


  The Angel of Death folded her wings and looked around. She felt content there. Strange, because she had told all the people scattered across the grounds that they were dead. Many times, she wondered why such a dark place brought her happiness. She finally decided that it was because she could feel their peace—the peace they obtained by moving on to the afterlife—a peace she was denied. It gave her comfort to know those people had accepted their fate and were happy where they were now. She stepped along carefully, studying the tombstones as her bare feet brushed across the grass.


  She stopped walking and stared at a large cross-shaped tombstone with a crack running through it. This grave always fascinated her, being the oldest one there. She smiled sardonically at the memory. This had been the first soul she claimed—the first person to die when she accepted her role. Because of the body resting in the ground, she had gotten tangled in her role.


  A rustling sound nearby brought her back to the present and she whisked around, only to see a little boy, maybe four or five years old, wandering through the grass a few feet away. The Angel of Death sighed and turned back to the grave; he wouldn’t see her anyways. She reached out with her bone-white hand, letting her fingertips brush the edge of the tombstone.


  Suddenly, she felt a tug on the bottom of her wing. She winced as pain shot through her spine and she turned, surprised to see the little boy gripping the edge of her wing in his tiny fingers.


  “Are you the tooth fairy?” he asked her, hopefully.


  She stared at him, dumbfounded. He could see her. He could see her—and he wasn’t dying! This had never happened before. The Angel of Death didn’t know what this meant.


  “Y…Yes,” she managed to mutter, still shocked as she pulled her wing gently from the boy’s grip. She was too stunned to think of anything else to say but she was careful not to touch him, not sure what the consequences would be if she did.


  He grinned up at her, oblivious to her panic. He was missing two front teeth. “What are you doing here, tooth fairy?”


  “I-I was just leaving,” she uttered as she took a few steps backwards, careful to make sure he wasn’t following her.


  As soon as she was far enough away, she unfolded her wings and flew out of there as fast as she could, heart beating fast in her chest. He had seen her—he had actually seen her! With the cemetery behind her, she lighted to the ground, still in disbelief. The encounter meant something. He was special—he had to be. She sat down on the ground, sifting through her thoughts.


  Lucy and April had told her about this when she first came into her role. It was important. Suddenly, she had a thought; maybe she had found her own loophole. Maybe she could get out, if she played her cards right.


  She stood up and stretched out her wings. Reflexively, she reached out to touch the feathers on the tips. She knew how to do this, but it would take endurance—more than she was even sure she had. Sighing, she flew up to the sky, trying not to think about the path ahead of her. If she did, it would only become more difficult. Another flicker of light passed through her vision—another soul to collect—but, if this worked, that wouldn’t matter anymore.


  Nothing would.


  She kept flying and finally lighted down next to a large building. It was long abandoned and falling apart, so she was guaranteed much-needed privacy. The outside was dirty, with leaves growing up its sides and the windows were gone, burned out by a fire long ago. Flimsy boards were nailed over them. The Angel of Death walked along the side, looking for the door. No signs indicated what this building used to be, but she had been around long enough to know that it had once been a log company. A little gory, but right now, it was perfect. Even if the others didn’t consider her an Angel, by human standards, she still was which meant limitations in her options to cut off her wings.


  When she reached the door, she noticed a rusty chain holding it closed with a sign that said “WARNING.” She pulled the door forward just enough for her to squeeze in. Inside the factory, light streamed in through the boarded windows. It wasn’t much, but she could see. Chains hung from the ceiling and broken machinery filled the space around her. She did her best to ignore them as she walked over to the nearest object, a round saw blade, set in a machine. Just like the door chain, it was rusty, but the risk of getting tetanus didn’t matter.


  She pushed the button, hoping to God it would work. With a clank, the rusty blade began to spin. The constant whir set her body at ease, surprising her. She expected the opposite reaction. Staring at the saw for a minute, she watched the sharp tips spin so fast they looked like nothing but a brownish blur. She couldn’t believe she was about to do this, but it would definitely be worth the trouble if it worked.


  She swallowed heavily. Flexing her wings, she turned her back toward the saw and stuck the roots out as much as she could. At first, feathers only flew around the room, but then she felt the bitter pain as the saw ripped into the meat on her wings. Blood splattered everywhere, painting the room with a crimson shower. She suppressed a scream as the blade ripped relentlessly through her two beautiful wings; the only things uniting her with the realm of the Angels.


  The rusty blade tore through the tendons and nerves, and then crunched its way through the bone. Just a little longer and it’d be over. Finally, the Angel of Death let out an ear-splitting scream. With a final wave of pain, the blood-smeared saw sliced through nothing but thin air. Her wings thumped to the ground, now useless.


  She drew several deep breaths, waiting for the pain to subside and the dizziness to clear. She clicked off the saw and looked down at the red-splattered wings that had been hers. Her bloody hand clutched the corners of the saw table as she tried to steady herself and she swallowed again, bending down to pick them up. She cradled them in her arms before trying to remove the remaining stumps, but found it was too painful to even try. Cuddling her severed wings to her chest, she left the factory to find that little boy’s house. She closed her eyes, desperate to tap her teleporting ability. Although she had become human, her ability still worked, and she found herself standing in the boy’s room, blood still running down her back. She didn’t notice it as she looked at him.


  Day had turned to night during her trip to the factory. The boy was asleep in his bed, thumb in his mouth. The Angel of Death smiled at him before she bent down and crammed her ruined wings beneath his bed. Sure, he was young, but that wouldn’t matter soon. When her time was done, he would be whisked to Heaven and forgotten on Earth, aged to fit the role—just like she had been so long ago.


  She teleported from his room before he woke up, choosing to stand outside in the grass in his backyard. Confident in what she had done, she stared up at his dark window. Now, she had one thing left to do and she had to make it count. Teleporting again, probably for the last time, she appeared on a set of railroad tracks.


  The Angel of Death stood there, waiting. She felt a rattling beneath her feet, and a small smile appeared on her face. It wasn’t bittersweet this time, but real—the first real smile she had let out since her time as a human. Bright lights flashed through the darkness and she stared at it unwaveringly, confident that she had left the role of the Angel of Death in the right hands. The train came closer, its horn blaring. She didn’t move from her place on the tracks, staring at her impending doom, spelled out by the speeding train.


  Now, it was her turn to be received by an Angel of Death.


  She was going home—and not a moment too soon.


   


   


   


   


   


  Something about human nature makes us want to capture and preserve beauty, so that it can never escape us again. For a beautiful life, we take pictures to remember always, for time makes sure that beauty is as fleeting as our memories.


   


   


  




  To Die For


  “THIS SONG SUCKS,”  Riley moaned, changing the station.


  I rolled my eyes, glancing at his feet on my dashboard. My taste in metal music clashed with his love for rap.


  “I have a Beyoncé CD in my purse,” Natalie piped up from the back seat, “…if it’ll stop your bickering!”


  “I’m sure it won’t,” Hunter muttered beside her.


  “You’re right!” I smiled at them in the rearview mirror as I made a careful turn off the paved road. The path through the woods seemed smaller, overgrown with the foliage trying to reclaim the land.


  “Is this the right turn?” I asked.


  “Yeah, the cabin is two miles past the lake,” Natalie said. “I’ll let you know if you’re going the wrong way.”


  I nodded—though in the back of my head, I thought about her twisted sense of humor. I wouldn’t be surprised if she let me drive a few miles off the road just for the thrill of being lost for an hour or two.


  “How many times have you been out here?” Riley asked tilting his head towards the backseat.


  “Three or four—for parties mostly—but it’ll just be us this time.”


  “Hey, small parties are cool too!” Hunter said.


  Riley and I shot sarcastic glances at each other. He turned the music up and fell silent. I continued to drive, stealing glances at the sparkling lake as we drove over the tiny bridge to the other side. I pictured us swimming in it sometime before the weekend was over.


  “Take this right,” Natalie directed.


  I nodded and turned into the woods, feeling that claustrophobic sensation again. Perhaps the clearing around the cabin would be better managed.


  “How’d you get the cabin for a whole weekend?” Hunter asked Natalie.


  “It wasn’t hard,” she said, with a shrug.


  I kept my eyes on the road. That was the deepest answer she would give us.


  “We’re here!” she announced, moments later. I turned off the engine.


  “Thank God!” Riley said, tumbling out of the car.


  I popped the trunk and dug for my belongings, hanging my digital camera around my neck as I pulled out my backpack. Natalie, Riley, and Hunter soon joined me in removing their things as well.


  “We get the biggest bedroom!” Natalie declared, grabbing Hunter’s hand as they ran inside, slamming the screen door behind them.


  “Your sister is something else,” Riley said.


  “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to go in the cabin yet,” I said, pulling my backpack onto my shoulders.


  “Going for a walk?”


  I held my camera up with a smile. “What do you think?”


  “I’ll join you,” he said, smiling back. “I hope I see you take the winning picture.”


  “Thanks!” We turned and began walking through the trees.


  Bird sounds filled my ears, giving me a sense of peace that we hadn’t felt when we were in town. I looked up into the branches, noticing a cardinal a few feet above my head. Its crimson feathers caught my attention. I stopped to snap its picture, smiling to myself as I looked at the bird a moment before it fluttered away.


  Riley stood beside me, but said nothing. I enjoyed his company on our walk through the woods. We didn’t need to speak to feel close to each other. It was a peaceful kind of friendship.


  “The land’s pretty,” Riley mused, as I snapped another picture of a maple leaf.


  “It really is,” I agreed, studying the image I had just taken. I snapped one more, just in case.


  “Is this really your first time up here?” he asked. “Natalie loves to party here. Hard to believe you’ve never been.”


  “Yeah, well… I’m not the partying type,” I admitted. “What about you?”


  “I’ve been here once for a party Hunter threw. I think it was a week or two before graduation.”


  “Oh, how did that go?” I asked, watching a bird flutter through the trees. My memory of the last few weeks of high school was hazy. Between college tours and the various extracurriculars my parents had lined up for me, I barely found enough time to sleep.


  “It was alright, I guess,” he said, bending down to pick something out of the grass.


  “What is it?” I asked, observing the frown on his face.


  “There are bones over here,” he said, picking one up to observe it in the light.


  I looked at it for a while, noting the ivory color. There were no traces of the animal it had once belonged to. The bones had long been bleached by the sun and forgotten.


  “Are there bears in these woods?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe. Natalie would know,” he said, tossing it to the ground.


  “Right,” I said, walking over to him.


  I took in the full scope of the skeleton at my feet. The line of rib bones on the ground wove through the long blades of grass they sat in. I could easily picture them being part of a deer.


  “It’s got a good, creepy feel with the black and white filter,” I mumbled as I snapped a quick picture.


  “That’s all well and good, but I think we should head back now,” Riley said, standing to his feet. I could tell he was uneasy. I nodded and followed him back through the woods. If there were bears, I didn’t want to take any chances.


  When we reached the cabin, Hunter stood in the doorway, arms folded over his chest and smoking a cigarette. “Where’d you two go?”


  “Away from the scene,” Riley replied, bumping Hunter’s shoulder as he headed into the cabin. Hunter smirked and took a heavy drag of his cigarette. “Got the camera out again?” he asked, looking at me.


  I nodded. “These woods are great for pictures. I might win that contest after all.”


  “I wish I remembered to bring mine, but your sister has a distracting way about her,” he said wistfully as I passed him, shuddering at the thought. He turned to look at Riley, who was sitting on the couch. “Natalie’s asleep, bro. Keep it down guys, okay?”


  “Are you leaving?” I asked, setting my backpack on the floor beside the couch.


  “Going for a walk. Maybe even think up some picture ideas myself.”


  Riley frowned. “Be careful, I think there are bears out here.”


  Hunter rolled his eyes. “I’ll be fine,” he said, crushing his cigarette beneath his boot before disappearing outside.


  “Whatever,” Riley scoffed. “He can fend for himself,” he muttered, digging through his bag. “You up for a Mike’s Hard?”


  I nodded and caught the bottle he tossed before pulling out his own. We clicked them together and took a sip.


  “I can’t believe it’s been a whole year already since we graduated,” he said, staring carefully at his label.


  “I was thinking the same thing. It feels good to be home—even if it is only for a little while. I got so overwhelmed with college.”


  Riley shrugged. “Take fewer classes, like I do. You don’t have to rush your way through. I mean, you have your whole life to get a good job. These are some of the best years of your life.”


  “Maybe, but we aren’t promised tomorrow either.”


  “Yeah? Well, all the more reason to make the most of today,” he said, taking a heavy swig of his drink.


  “You’re right, I know.” I clutched the neck of the bottle with both hands. “Can I ask you something? What drove you to come up here with us this weekend? Natalie wanted to because she needed time away from our parents, and Hunter came because he does anything she asks. But you didn’t have to. So, why? We haven’t talked in so long. We’re practically strangers now.”


  “It’ll be like old times,” he said. “I miss high school, honestly. The whole “real world” thing isn’t working for me as well as it is for everyone else.”


  I smiled at him. “You haven’t changed.”


  “I’d like to think I’ve gotten smarter.” He pulled a book from his backpack and began reading. I couldn’t seem to stop smiling. It was hard to believe so much time could pass without us talking and the friendship remain so unhindered. I pulled my laptop from my bag and hooked up my camera. I sorted through the pictures I had taken, my eyelids growing heavier with each moment. I focused on the black and white picture of the bones, playing with the contrast and highlighting the size of each bone in the rib cage.


  The next time I opened my eyes, Riley was gone. I sat up, wiping at my face as I set my laptop aside. His empty bottle sat on the floor beside mine. I stood up and glanced around. I couldn’t hear any sounds of life from within the cabin. For a moment, I wondered if they had all abandoned me here. I walked to the big bedroom and knocked on the door.


  “Come in!” Natalie called.


  “Hey, sis, have you seen Riley?” I asked, poking my head into the room. She shook her head and frowned, setting her phone aside. “No, I haven’t. Maybe he’s with Hunter?”


  “Hunter never came back?” I asked.


  Natalie shrugged. “He was gone when I woke up, and Riley was too. I figured they went out together.”


  “Maybe,” I said, digging for the keys in my pocket, “but something doesn’t feel right about this. I’ll go look for them.”


  “I’ll stay here and let you know if they come back.”


  I hurried outside to the car, hoping that Natalie and Hunter weren’t just playing some cruel joke on me. Then I thought about Riley’s disappearance as well—he would never pull something stupid like that, not on me, at least.


  I squinted through the darkness as I drove, wondering where they could’ve gone together without a vehicle in the middle of nowhere.


  The only thing around here is the lake.


  I shifted to reverse and turned toward the land bridge. Riley knew there was something dangerous in the woods; why would he go out in the middle of the night?


  Unless he noticed that Hunter never came back.


  “Damn it, Riley. Why not wake me up?” I muttered to myself.


  I glanced toward the water before returning my gaze to the road. I gasped, jerking the wheel when I saw there was something in the road. It wasn’t human… and it wasn’t like anything I had ever seen. A tire got stuck in a pit of rocks, fish-tailing the back of the car at a violent angle. I scrambled to fix it, but it was too late. The car flipped over and slid down the hill, towards the water. I struggled to break the seatbelt before the car went under. The last thing I felt was the steering wheel in my ribs before the world faded to black.


  I woke up in a dark room, as black as my unconsciousness had been, with heavy binds around my ankles. It took me a few minutes to become fully awake—which is when I realized I was hanging upside down. I panicked. Blood rushed to my head, making me dizzy. My heart pounded with fear. I grasped at my ankles, trying to reach them. My fingers grazed them, but then, a sound clicked and the room filled with blinding light. I froze, struggling to regain my vision.


  A man stood before me. He seemed to be a few years older than me, and a smile was carved into his hardened face. “This is such dreadful etiquette,” he said. “I would apologize, my dear, except there are things we must do out here which may seem ‘unorthodox’ to city folk like yourself.”


  “W-who are you?” I asked. “What’s going on?”


  That’s when I caught sight of the knife in his hand. Glancing down, I saw a bucket beneath me… and red tiles below that. Frightening, my eyes darted to the corner nearest me, where I saw the remains of a severed arm…a human arm.


  “A few must die, so we can live,” he said. The blade seemed to glimmer. It wasn’t dull.


  “Let me go!” I pleaded, as he stepped closer. I tried to reach for the binds again, groaned at the strain in my back. I swung on the ropes and turned my attention turned back to him.


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t,” he whispered.


  I closed my eyes as the knife inched closer. Before it pierced my skin, I heard a thump. I opened my eyes to see the man was lying on the floor. Riley stood above him, clutching a heavy rock in his hand. He looked rugged, with blood dotting his face and arms and his clothes ripped, as if he had run through a field of thorns.


  “Caroline! We have to get out of here,” he puffed, throwing the rock aside as he picked up the knife off the floor and slit the ropes around my ankles.


  I swallowed heavily as he helped me to the ground. “What’s happening? Where’s Hunter?”


  “He’s dead,” Riley said, pulling me from the room. There wasn’t an ounce of emotion in his voice, besides fear. He bolted from the room and into the night, with me struggling to keep up with him. I wasn’t sure how badly I had been damaged in the accident, but the more I moved, the more I became aware of the painful bruises and cuts across my body.


  “What do you mean? What happened?” I screamed.


  “Those people—they…they killed him. Ripped him apart like steak. They would’ve done the same to me to protect themselves, but I fought them off. Th-there’s something wrong here.”


  I gagged. The arm in the room was likely his.


  “Something wrong? They’re the ones that are wrong!”


  “No… there are monsters.”


  “Monsters?”


  “I don’t know what else to call them,” he said, quickly. “But I saw one. Th-the blood from Hunter and those other people drew it. I ran before it saw me… but… I... Look, all I know is that we need to get Natalie and get out of here. Now.”


  “What do they look like?” I asked, the pain in my chest making my energy dwindle. Fear was the only thing keeping me on the move. If we didn’t rest soon, even that wouldn’t be enough.


  “I don’t know, I only glimpsed them, but they’re not friendly,” he said. “I have a feeling those bones we found didn’t belong to a deer.”


  That was enough to silence me. We dashed through the trees, our breaths becoming frantic as we tried to find the cabin in the black woods. We were nowhere near the visitor paths. For all I knew, we could’ve run miles in the wrong direction.


  “We’re lost,” he groaned, echoing my thought. This is what I dreaded the most. We came to a stop. I nearly collapse to the ground when a rustling sound came from the nearby trees. Riley grabbed my arm, pulling me closer to him. My heart felt like it would burst.


  “It’s found us, Caroline,” he whispered.


  As the words left his mouth, a creature burst from the trees. Its brown body blended into the foliage, but I could make out more details as it approached us. It looked like a gargoyle straight from the deepest pits of Hell. Suddenly, it leapt toward Riley. All I could hear were his screams as I stood paralyzed in fright.


  “Run!” he screamed at me, as he tried to stab at the creature.


  There was a tearing sound as its claws made contact with Riley. He screamed again, but somehow, my heartbeat seemed louder than he could ever be. A wave of adrenaline surged through me and I lunged toward him and the beast, scooping up the knife from the grass beside him and sinking the blade into the skin between the creature’s shoulders.


  With its large arm, it easily smacked me aside. The blood he had drawn from Riley splashed onto my skin. Riley took the opportunity and wriggled out from underneath as the beast turned towards me. Its sharp, bat-like wings opened into the night as it descended on me, its claws piercing the skin on my shoulders. I howled in pain as it grabbed me, holding me in place as I tried to pull the knife free.


  “Go save Natalie!” I called to Riley. “I’ll hold it off!”


  I was nearly in tears as the beast opened its mouth. Inside was filled with thousands of razor sharp teeth. Its strength was apparent, as it threw me aside, easily knocking me to the ground again. I glanced once in Riley’s direction to see if he had left. He watched me struggle, his shoulders drooped helplessly. He seemed unconvinced, but was in too much pain to argue. I couldn’t see how bad of a wound the monster had given him. A moment later, he disappeared into the trees. The creature smacked at me again as it landed on top of me, and I wondered just how much time I could buy Riley if I fought to my last breath.


   


   


   


   


   


  Whisk me away from the pain of the night; the darkness of myself, and the horror of my mind. Breathe for me when I am no longer capable of doing so, and never give up.


   


   


  




  Dreamcatcher


  THERE’S SOMETHING TO be said for when the weather outside is nearly perfect, yet a storm rages in your mind. I wish it would rain—though it wouldn’t make a difference if it did. One could say the same for the sun, except—without sunglasses or sleeping pills—its presence is a lot harder to ignore. Unfortunately for me, I don’t have access to either of them. There’s a longing in the pit of my gut for the latter of the two.


  I brush a stray tear from the corner of my eye. As my fingers brush against my face, I feel just how puffy and swollen the skin has become. On second thought, maybe the sunglasses would be a better fit. Sniffling, I wipe my nose on the back of my hand. Under any other circumstances, that would seem disgusting, but no one says a word. It’s almost as if they expected my manners to go out the window. Though I’m surrounded by people, it’s easy to pretend that I’m alone, Just me in this sea of grass, watching the open grave not twenty feet ahead of me. I swallow hard and look up at the sky. The weather won’t turn for the worst simply because I wish it would. The world won’t stop turning either.


  Only mine has.


  Oddly enough, this same day that’s brought me such darkness might be the best day of someone else’s life. Even stranger is the thought that, for many people, this day won’t mean anything at all. Tears burn my eyes again, as I resist the urge to cry. I don’t see how I can pull it off anymore, but after what happened to my mother? Anything is possible. Let me start at the beginning. Once, my life was only a metaphorical nightmare, rather than the literal one it has become.


  I pick a piece of lint off my black sleeve and adjust the flower between my fingers—small, but normal, actions to get me through an unordinary day. Each of the rose’s petals seem to take on a different color—just one result of working with hybrids. Botany usually brings me a sense of peace and joy, but not today.


  I’m new to this, being alone in the world. Gazing at my mother’s coffin lying a few feet away is a sobering reminder that this “new” thing is now my life. I can’t go back to how things used to, be no matter how much I want to—not anymore.


  Beside me, my best friend, Carson, dips his head in an attempt to catch my eyes. “Are you in there, Evie?” he asks, his grey eyes boring holes into mine.


  I nod and twirl the rose in my fingers, but say nothing. What’s there to say, after all? Carson pulls his lips into a thin, tight line before pushing my charcoal black hair aside. “You’re tough, I get it,” he says, wiping a stray tear off of my face.


  I nod again. It’s a lame way to converse, especially used so many times in a row. But, I want him to know I’ve heard him and that his words keep me going, without actually having to utter words of my own. Without his bright optimism, I’d be left solely to the shadows. I trust he would never do that to me. I hardly feel the tips of his fingers dig into my elbow as he pulls me away from the scene, but I don’t protest. I don’t have it in me. My mother’s coffin is a shadow, looming over the forefront of my brain. Even when it isn’t directly in front of me, it’s all I can see.


  When I blink, it’s gone—replaced by her bloody, broken body on the bathroom floor. When my consciousness returns, I’m in the passenger seat of Carson’s car. He gives me a sideways glance through wisps of his blond hair, but it takes me a full minute to realize I’m crying. The water feels ridiculously warm on my skin, and I move so fast to wipe it away that I nearly smack myself in the face.


  “It’s okay, Evie,” he assures me, as another tear breaks free.


  This time, I let it go. He’s right. Why am I fighting it? My mom just committed suicide, yet I’m more worried about what people will think of me crying.


  I disgust myself sometimes, I do.


  “Where are we going?” I ask, my voice sounding raspy. My throat is so dry and rough that it actually hurts.


  “I already know what you’re going to say, but I feel like we could both use some food in our stomachs,” he says. His hands grip the steering wheel.


  “But I’m not hungry,” I protest.


  Carson shakes his head. “You’re going to eat, Evie. You need to take care of yourself.”


  I frown and rest my cheek on the window. I want so badly to argue, but I just don’t have that in me either. I turn my attention to studying the buildings and plants that we pass as the road leaves the city limits and heads to the outskirts of town. I recognize the dirt path that leads to Carson’s house and look at him expectantly as the truck slows to a halt.


  “Daniel’s here today,” he says quickly, pulling the key from the ignition.


  “Okay,” I say, slumping further down into my seat. I’m reluctant to leave the confines of the car. Daniel has never been my favorite person—his cynicism toward life is less than desirable, especially in my current mood—but he is Carson’s brother, and for that reason only, I deal with him rain or shine.


  I follow Carson into the house. He disappears into the kitchen, leaving me to stand awkwardly by myself in the living room. I spin around once, tugging my sleeves down over my wrists, before I sit on the couch. Pots and pans clang as Carson moves around the kitchen, throwing something together.


  Just as I begin to relax, I hear footsteps on the stairs. A thousand emotions flood over me at once. By the time Daniel comes around the wall into the living room, I’m prepared.


  “Hello,” I say curtly, eyes on the television across the room.


  “Woo, girl, you look like hell,” he says. Without a break in his stride, he joins Carson in the kitchen.


  A tear slips from my eye, but I hardly notice it. I glare at Daniel’s short blonde hair. “Yeah, just got to it.”


  He pauses and glances over his shoulder to crack a smile. “What’s up your ass today?”


  “Hey, man, chill,” Carson says, appearing in the living room. He leans over to whisper something in his brother’s ear. I know he told him, but Daniel’s expression doesn’t change. He blinks at his brother, then returns his gaze to me. “Sucks,” he says, disappearing into the kitchen, leaving Carson with an apologetic look on his face.


  “Sorry,” he says. “Food’s almost ready,” he offers as an afterthought, before following his brother to the kitchen. I turn my attention to the television once again. I’m almost grateful for the anger Daniel has caused me. It’s a distraction, a vital ruse to keep me away from the biting pain deep down inside. The more I focus on his snippy comments, the easier it is to forget, for a while, where I had come from…and why I’m here to begin with.


  Daniel strolls back through the living room and toward the stairs, clutching a beer in his hand. He moves without hesitation until he reaches the edge of the room. Then, he pauses, glancing at me. I narrow my eyes at the television, pretending to not notice him from the corner of my eye.


  “Hey,” he says at last.


  “Yes?” I say, through gritted teeth, barely able to tear my eyes from the television.


  “I know it hurts, but keep your head up, okay? You’ll be fine,” he says. The sound of his footsteps on the stairs marks his departure. My jaw falls. I stare at the spot where he had been standing. Those were the nicest words he’s ever said to me. I’m not sure what to do with them. I don’t have much time to decide before Carson comes back into the room, carrying a plate of spaghetti and cup of tea.


  “Eat, please,” he says, pulling out a T.V. tray to set them on.


  I stare at the food for the longest time, but I don’t feel hungry. I feel bad turning down his generosity, but the last thing I want to do is eat. “Thank you,” I say to him anyway, picking up the fork. That seems to satisfy him, as he sits on the couch next to me. We both fall silent, watching the television, and occasionally hearing Daniel’s stomping footsteps upstairs. I don’t eat, and Carson pretends not to notice. Less than an hour later, he cleans up the dishes and we’re back on the road again, though I have no recollection of actually getting back in the car.


  I pick at my sleeve again, feeling suffocated in my long-sleeved shirt. I turn to the window again, for some kind of distraction—some temporary relief. That’s when I see it. A sign; made of aged wood with sloppy red paint smeared on it.


  “Handmade dreamcatchers,” Carson and I echo one another.


  “Your mom liked that kind of stuff, didn’t she?” he asks.


  I nod. Dreamcatchers, wolves, eagles, anything remotely spiritual.


  “Yeah, she loved dreamcatchers,” I sigh, thinking of the ornate one she had painted on the living room ceiling. “She believed in bad luck and karma. I think the dreamcatchers made her feel safe. Whenever she’d have a particularly bad spout of anxiety or depression, she believed the dreamcatchers would take her pain for her.”


  I never had the heart to tell her otherwise.


  Carson smiles and flicks on his turning signal, oblivious to the memories flitting through my mind.


  “Where are we going?” I ask, sniveling as I wipe away a layer of tears.


  “We’re going to see what those dreamcatchers look like.”


  That brings a smile to my face.


  ***


  THE ADDRESS ON the sign leads us out of town and down an old road people stopped using years ago. I have my reservations, but Carson doesn’t show a hint of worry. The trees send flickers of light across the car as he drives us to our destination, as confident as he had been an hour before. I let him keep the mood—after all; he’s always been the logical one.


  We finally arrive at a rundown home. It looks more like a shack than a house. Even from the car, I can nearly smell the decay. A shiver passes down my spine as I peer through the window into the shadows beyond. I can’t imagine myself going inside.


  “Are you sure about this, Carson?”


  He smiles and squeezes my knee, then climbs out without a word. Not wanting to be left alone, I follow him. We stir up dust on the way to the door and the grit fills my nose, causing me to sneeze. Carson is the first to reach the door and he doesn’t hesitate to knock.


  If I had been ahead of him, I might not have done the same.


  The door cracks open, and an old man peers out at us. An eerie smile lights his face, showing all of his yellowed and broken teeth. The man is frail, but that doesn’t help the uneasy feeling in my stomach caused by the sight of him. His face is scrunched together, with thick, bushy eyebrows obscuring his black, beady eyes. He wears a robe that looks almost like a kimono and I crinkle my nose in confusion.


  “Hello, sir,” Carson greets, polite as ever. Did he get the same creepy vibe from this man as I did? “We saw your sign for dreamcatchers?”


  The smile on his face grows even wider and he steps aside, opening the door to its full extent. “Ah, yes. Come right in.”


  I grasp Carson’s hand, stopping him in place. He shoots me a questioning look. I want to tell him to turn around—to forget it—and that there’s something off about this whole thing, but the words lodge in my throat.


  Maybe it’s all in my head.


  “Come on,” he says.


  Lost for words and action, I follow.


  The inside of the shack is in just as bad shape as the outside. It’s hard to believe anyone lives here—it stinks. I don’t know if the smell is coming from the moldy dishes in the sink or the general decay of the building itself.


  “I have quite a few dreamcatchers on hand,” the man says, stopping beside a table in the middle of the room.


  I jump at the sound of his voice, almost forgetting—in my disgust—the reason for our arrival. Carson nods, but I can only swallow roughly, leaning from side to side. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I caught your name,” I say to the man.


  “My name is irrelevant, my art speaks for itself,” he says.


  Strange. I draw my eyebrows together and this time even Carson seems to lose a bit of his confidence. What an odd reaction to such a normal question! Carson’s uneasiness fades though, when he catches sight of the dreamcatchers on the table.


  “Evie…Evie, come look! These are absolutely beautiful!”


  He’s right, of course. They’re the most beautiful pieces of art I’ve ever seen. One is even emerald…my favorite color. The sight of the dreamcatchers takes away every reservation in my body and all I can think about is how much I want to own one. It seems to be my only purpose.


  “How much?” Carson asks, pulling his wallet from his back pocket. Next thing I know, we’re sitting in the car with the dreamcatcher in my hands. I blink, trying to remember how Carson got me out of the house and how I blacked out at the part where he paid, but I’m for a loss. When my eyes land on the dreamcatcher, all others thoughts move to the back of my mind. I can’t deny how much it appeals to me. I’m drawn to it, but I can’t figure out why. Tracing the lines of the web, I hardly notice when the car pulls to a stop.


  “Are you gonna be okay by yourself?” Carson asks.


  I look up and realize we’re outside of my house. Dazed, I nod. “I’ll manage, Carson. Thank you so much.”


  “Anytime, Evie. I’ll stop by tonight after work,” he says, pulling me into one of the tightest hugs of my life. I savor it and climb out of the car, too preoccupied with the precious bundle in my hands. I cross the living room, hardly conscious of my mom’s dreamcatcher painted on the ceiling, or any of her belongings, as I trudge to my room. I brainstorm possible places to hang my newest possession.


  Finally, I decide the poster above my bed has to go. Quick work is made of tearing it down. I don’t know how long I stand there, admiring the green against the gold walls of my room, but before I know it, I’m tired. I can barely keep my heavy eyelids open, so I crawl into bed, and the last image I see before slipping into unconsciousness is the eye of the dreamcatcher.


  The dream I find myself in is cold and dark. A steady drip of water sounds from somewhere far away. I assume I’m in a cave. Desperate to maintain a bit of warmth, I fold my arms across my body and try to figure out the situation I’m in. I remember falling asleep, but this doesn’t feel like a dream—it’s too vivid. Footsteps echo in the darkness. I freeze, glancing over my shoulder. Wherever “here” is, I’m not alone. I swallow roughly and take two steps deeper into the cave, the earth chilling my bare feet.


  Dread creeps up my spine with icy fingers, colder than the rocks beneath my feet. I know I’m in danger. The next thing I know, I’m bolting through the darkness and even deeper into the cave, snarls and footsteps not too far behind. I begin to tire, desperate for rest I can’t afford. My foot slides and I realize—mid-air and too late—the mistake I’ve made.


  I’m screaming, but no one can hear me. The sound echoes upwards as my body falls. At this moment, so dangerously close to death, it’s hard to remember that I’m alone—that no one can hear me.


  And that matter how many times I scream for help, no help will come.


  ***


  CARSON’S BROW CRINKLES. He stares at the red light hanging at the last intersection before Evie’s house. She was left alone way too soon after her terrible discovery. He hated his worthless 9-to-5 more than ever now for preventing him from having just one day off to be with his childhood friend.


  He glances at his phone, resting on the passenger seat beside him, waiting for the screen to light up with a text from Evie. He hadn’t heard from her yet—not even a one word answer to any of his texts—and it worries him. When the light turned green, Carson floored the gas pedal, despite angry honks from the cars around him. He didn’t care—they didn’t matter anyway.


  Carson pulls up in front of Evie’s house and kills the ignition. The place was dark, causing his brow to furrow in concern once again. Something’s not right, his instinct warns, but his logic argues. Maybe she’s just asleep.


  He pushes both aside. His heart wasn’t one to guess, it needed to know the truth. With a deep breath, he steels his shoulders and heads into the blackness of the house. It is even harder to see than he thought it would be. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he shines the light ahead of him and makes it through the hallway. As he approaches the base of the stairs, the light dims, then goes out completely.


  “Come on,” he groans, smacking it. The light wouldn’t return. “Damn it,” he mutters, slipping the useless thing back into his pocket.


  His eyes had adjusted to the bit of light, so now he was even less aware of where he was. His fingers glide against the wall as he makes his way to Evie’s room.


  “Evie!” he calls.


  There is no response.


  Anxiety stabs him as he steps through her doorframe. The electricity blared to life, the sudden brightness blinding him. As his sight returns, he suddenly wishes he could have remained blind. Some sights are so horrific that your brain can’t even comprehend them, so you keep staring, hoping it’ll all eventually make sense. The feeling eats at every inch of Carson’s body as his eyes trail from the bloodstains on the white carpet to the cold body lying still on the bed.


  The only way he even knew it was his best friend was from her mess of raven hair, oddly untouched given the state of her face. Silver glinted from her bloody hand. Tears stream down Carson’s face, as he forces himself to look away from Evie’s body. Only then did he notice a beautiful purple dreamcatcher—identical to the one he had bought—hanging beside her green one.


   


   


   


   


   


  A canvas, or a maze? A book without a word, or a story shouted from the rooftops?


   


   


  




  Stockholm Syndrome


  THE HEADACHE IS what alerts me to the fact I’m conscious. I feel like a pickaxe is wedged squarely in the middle of my forehead. For a moment, an irrational fear of physical injury fills my mind. I groan, struggling to move my fingers. My body comes alive, but it is a slow—one that I fear may never come to an end. I regain some control over myself, feeling like I’ve come out of a coma.


  My eyes crack open and the sharp white light shining down from the ceiling cuts into my vision and attacks the pain in my forehead. Feels like a finger in my eye. I sit up, groaning as a wave of nausea washes over me, and I feel around for container. My hands brush against a metal pan on the floor that seems to fit the part. I snatch it up and hurl, emptying every meal I’ve had that day into the silver basin. I choke on the taste, but I’m unable to stop.


  The rush of liquid is unpleasantly loud as it fills the dish. Wiping my mouth, I finish vomiting. I want the container as far away from me as possible. Disgusted, I set it on the floor. That’s when I realize I’m not at home. I look around slowly, as if the scene will change if I take it in all at once. My heart begins to thud with an oncoming panic attack.


  I let it come, but I don’t let it overtake me. Glancing down, I notice I’m wearing an ugly white gown. I can’t remember my own clothing, but this is not familiar—it reminds me of hospital attire. A quick look around the room reveals how tiny it is, containing only the bed, the pan, and a toilet that would look right at home in a prison.


  Where am I? How did I get here? The more I look around, the more confused I become. This isn’t like any place I’ve seen before—not a place where anyone would go under normal circumstances. The sparkling white walls feed the claustrophobia that has kicked.


  My mouth feels dry from the bout of vomiting. How long has it been since I’ve had something to drink? I also wonder how long it will be until I have the opportunity again. My mouth tastes awful. I wish I had something to wash it out with.


  “Where am I?” I try to call. But no sound seems to pass my chapped lips. I swallow, wincing at the slight pain it causes, and crawl out of bed. The smooth, white tiles feel cool against my bare feet, sending a wave of goosebumps all over my skin. In two steps, I’m at the door, which I pound on relentlessly in hopes that someone will let me out.


  My voice may fail me, but the sound I make with each strike will not. A slot at the bottom of the door opens, and a tray is shoved through. I spot a container of juice, dive for it, with no thought of poisoning or ill will as I greedily gulp it down my parched throat. The liquid brings me back to life. There’s a sandwich on the other end of the tray, but I ignore it. Between the bout of vomiting and the feeling in my stomach, I don’t plan on eating anytime soon.


  I toss the empty juice container and push the tray to the side. Using all the strength in my fingertips, I try to pry open the slot at the bottom of the door, but it will not budge. I sigh. Sitting back up, I glance at the empty juice container. I should have rationed it better. Who knows when I’d be given food again? I push the thought to the back of my mind. Already I feel like I can think more clearly, so my mind focuses on other issues. I try to remember how I got here, but nothing comes to mind. The harder I think, the less I recall. Struggling to my feet, I pace the length of the tiny room, searching for a means of escape. The curls of my brown locks brush against my back with each step I take, the only constant in my life right now.


  I don’t know what I should do—or what I can do. There seems to be no way out, besides the door—and it’s stuck shut. I’m not here by choice, so I must have been kidnapped.


  “What is this place?” I call out, searching for a camera or something that could bring me in contact with the people who brought me here. I look up into each corner, feeling more and more defeated as I see that each one is empty.


  “Why am I here?” I ask, a lot quieter than I wish I could speak.


  Silence fills the room again, and I feel that the second question will be ignored, just like the first. The door clicks, and then opens. I’m on it. The flare of hope in my chest presses me onward despite the tide of fear. I peer into the hallway, but see nothing there. The rest of me emerges, and continues down the corridor. I hear voices up ahead, and my pace quickens. Maybe I’ll gain some answers—or even my freedom. The thought that they could be my kidnappers doesn’t even occur to me.


  I enter a large, white room filled with others, dressed the same as me and milling about like they haven’t got a care in the world. I scan the sea of faces, relieved to see other people. Without hesitation, I run up to the nearest person, an older woman with salt-and-pepper hair. Probably in her 50’s.


  “C-can you help me? I’ve been kidnapped!” I gush. She doesn’t answer. Instead, she offers me a wide smile revealing several broken and uneven teeth. A dry, chortling laugh passes through her lips. I freeze, swallowing hard as I’m unsure what to say. Turning on my heels, I glance around the room again.


  She’s insane. Surely the rest won’t be like her.


  I search for another person to approach, but once again, I am struck by the lack of dread on everyone’s faces. I’m under the impression that they’re all in the same position as me, yet none of them act like it. They’re calm—relaxed even. Have they been drugged? If they have, they are quite alert for it, looking around the room and chattering with one another like old friends. A few of them send glances my way, as if to acknowledge that I’m new.


  “Can I get everyone’s attention?” a voice calls out.


  I freeze in place, standing in the middle of the room. There are a few males, but most appear to be female. The new voice is booming, strong. I’m drawn to the sound, coming from a door that has opened on the other side of the room. A male, about six or seven years older than me, stands there, wearing all white like the rest of us. Yet, he seems more put together, for some reason. I realize his outfit is by choice, not force.


  “I’d like to give a big cheer to Avera, our newest addition!” he says, gesturing to me. I can’t think. Everyone in the room turns to look at me, as if I’m on display. Newest addition to what?


  “What is this place?” I ask, approaching him with as much strength as I can muster without showing any of my other conflicting emotions. I don’t get far before I feel arms snake around my shoulders and a sharp, painful pinch in the side of my neck. I go limp. The man in the tidy white clothes is not working alone. The Common Room fades away they drag me down a hallway, opposite the one I had wandered from minutes before. The eerie door slides shut behind us, closing the room from view. I struggle to catch a glimpse of emotion from any of the others as they watch the struggle, but their faces are as blank as when I first arrived.


  They dump me on a table, rendering me helpless as my torture begins. Knives slice a piece of my skin off of my arm while several shots are injected into my body at different points. I struggle to move—to fight back—but I’ve lost control of my body from the neck down. I pass out many times; each time hoping that I’ll awake to find out the whole thing’s been a dream. When I finally come to consciousness for the last time, I’m back in the little room—the prison with the sealed door that had initially greeted me.


  I lift my hand to wipe the sweat away from my forehead. I’m sure it was all just a bad dream—a nightmare within a nightmare— until I see my bandaged, wrapped arm. I know it’s in vain, but still I scream out, unable to think of a more productive strategy. I scream until my throat becomes dry and hoarse, leaving me to sob quietly as I poke at the bandage, feeling every bit of pain in my arm through the layers of cloth. I try to get off the bed, but the drugs they injected have weakened me.


  I can’t trust my legs to support me, but I try to ignore the sensation, regretting it when I slam to the ground. My injured arm collides with the ground first, and I give up my futile attempt at escape, crying myself to sleep to escape the never-ending pain. But sleep isn’t any kinder to me than reality has been. Memories of my torture flash through my mind. I strike out during the night, and when I wake up the next morning, I feel no better for having slept. I gasp for air, pulling my arms around myself as I huddle in the corner of my bed. Soon, the aftereffects of the vivid nightmares begin to fade. In the back of my mind, I relive my agony, and then I think back to the Common Room and the other people that are trapped here. Have they all been tortured as well, or are they here for some other reason?


  I think of the calm expressions on their faces as they watched me being dragged away. None of them tried to help me. They were indifferent to the torture I would endure. None of them seemed to feel my desperation to escape. One even had the audacity to smile at me, at my panic. Were they drugged to the point where they didn’t even realize the depth of the danger they were in?


  I can’t depend on them, and neither do I care that they’re in the same position as me. It’s obvious that they don’t care either. I want my freedom back—no matter the cost. I clench my fists; swallowing hard as my throat itches from dryness. I blink and glance by the door. Another tray has been delivered; the first one was gone. I ignore the thought of people inspecting my room while I was asleep and crawl over to it. I gulp down the juice quickly, like I had done the day before, but merely eye the sandwich. My stomach turns at the thought of food, recalling the torture session I endured hours before.


  It’s been at least a day and a half, or two days since my last meal, but that’s not enough to convince me to actually put the offering in my mouth. I stay on the floor until I hear the door click again. I only stare at it this time, throwing myself backwards until my back hits the wall. I’m afraid men will barge into my room to drag me back to their torture chamber. My heart pounds so hard it hurts. I anticipate the next moment of my life, and the thought petrifies me. Should I try to leave? Maybe attempt to find a person that may free me? I could wind up being tortured again.


  With my luck, the third option seems most likely to occur.


  After the last session, I’m in no mood to admit defeat just yet; not if there is the slightest possibility that I can find a way out. The need to escape is stronger than my reasons to stay and hide, and before I know it, I’m creeping into the hallway one again. I hear the voices in the Common Room, and after toying with indecision, I go the opposite way in the corridor.


  It leads to a dead end.


  I swallow heavily. Dread creeps down my spine. Escaping this way is impossible. The exit must lie in the same hallway as the torture room—and the sliding door. I have this unsettling feeling that I’m being watched, so I turn and walk back down the hallway, past the open door of my prison cell, and on to the Common Room. Unlike the first day, I study the hallway in detail, noting the locations of the other cells along the way. I peek into one, and I see that it looks exactly the same as mine, right down to the metal pan in the corner.


  I store that sight as evidence that the others are prisoners as well. Finally, I’m on the edge of the Common Room, peering in shyly, like a baby deer. The others are chatting to one another calmly, just like yesterday. It’s like they’re catching up with one another—on what, I have no idea. They move like peaceful clouds, and I feel oddly at ease as I walk among them. That feeling shouldn’t exist in a place like this. A thought strikes me—if I stand with them, maybe I won’t stand out to our kidnappers.


  Or would they be content to think I had already lost my will to fight, just as they had done?


  I circle the room once, observing the walls. A door is perched on the other side, between the door that led to my torture, and the hallway that I had come from. I slink towards it, scared that if I move too fast that I’ll draw attention to myself. I wonder if this door is a way out. Standing beside the knob, I cast a quick glance around before testing it. As I suspected, it’s locked. I let out a hefty sigh and turn back towards the others, wondering what my next move should be.


  I circle the outer edge of the group before I hear the familiar booming voice again. I move quickly into the center of them, shrinking down a bit to blend into the crowd.


  “Miss Rosita, it’s your turn,” he announces, flipping through the papers on his clipboard.


  “No!” a voice shrieks, slicing through the silence.


  I whip around, surprised at her protests. She’s probably a year or two younger than me, and struggles as a man in white grabs her and drags her away. She fights back, but just as they had done to me, they stick a needle into her neck, and she becomes helpless. I’m desperate to help her, but by the time I reach the door, it’s too late—the door is sealed shut and the guard is gone.


  I turn to the others, desperation clawing at my insides. “We have to help her!” I say, running from person to person. Panic crosses on my face as I watch the emotionless faces of my companions. “Please! It might not be too late!”


  “We can’t help her,” a woman says.


  I’m surprised to get a response, and even more so by the look of compassion in her eyes. I trot up to her.


  “Why not? Why not fight!? There are more of us than there are of them!”


  “It’s best to not fight it, they’re easier on you if you don’t resist.”


  “Wh-what? Who are they?” I ask, suddenly curious about the woman before me. How long had she been here? What kind of torture had she endured?


  She turns away as if she hadn’t heard me, filling me with a new surge of disappointment and frustration. Why did the others pay such little attention? Did they know what was happening and simply not care?


  I purse my lips. Stockholm Syndrome. They’re suffering from Stockholm Syndrome.


  The thought of the months and years this woman might have been contained here makes my skin crawl. What about my future? How long did they plan on holding me for, and why?


  Beyond the obvious torture, of course.


  I look at the others in the room, but I give up on confronting them. I’ve wasted too much effort on them already. They are too far gone to redeem. I vow not to end up like them. Wandering the room, I pound on the walls, hoping to find an escape that way. Nothing gives under my hands, but I’m not sure what else to do. My goal—useless as it is—helps me keep a tiny bit of sanity. The eerie sense of calm that the others emit drives me further into frenzy than they would if they shared in my panic.


  During my lap around the room, I watch the door to see if the men will return Rosita. I imagine they are torturing her, like they had me, and that, also like me, she would fight. Would they kill her to shut her up?


  I have to know if she’s okay.


  I walk to the sliding door and run my fingers along the line in the wall that marks its outline. I try to poke my fingers in the slot, but the space is too thin. I keep trying anyways, until my fingertips begin to bleed. Frustrated, I hiss and reluctantly abandon my latest mission, resorting to pounding on the door instead. A red light fills the room, followed by a blaring alarm that assaults my eardrums. I clamp my hands over my ears as my eyes narrow. Relief overwhelms me when I notice the others do the same—I’m glad they are not completely dead to the world around them. I have a feeling the alarm is directly related to what I had been doing. Perhaps our captors aren’t immune to everything after all. The closed door opens, and one of the men who had taken Rosita looks at me.


  “Everyone, to your rooms. Now!”


  No one protests, or fights. They’re docile as lambs as they line up to leave the room. But not me—I’m furious. I march up to him, hands balled into fists as my side as I confront him. “Where is she?” I demand. “What have you done to Rosita?”


  “It’s not your concern,” he says, pushing me back to step around me. I will not be swept aside so easily—not without answers.


  “Tell me, now! You won’t get away with this you—”


  My insult is interrupted as he grabs my arm and drags me down the hall. My heart races again at the thought of another torture session, but if the thought sinks in, my strength will leave with it. I’m far too small and weak to do anything. The others take no notice as I snap my teeth and shout insults at my captor. His face is stiff as steel, oblivious to my pointless attempts to fight back as he thrusts me into my personal Hell and slam the door with a loud clang. I climb to my feet as fast as I can, but it’s too late. A scream escapes my lips as I tangle my hands into my hair, sinking to the floor where I rock back and forth in frustration. I can’t imagine living the rest of my life here in this cell, waiting for my turn to once again undergo their torture.


  Would he kill Rosita tonight? Would they eventually kill all of us? The man was clean of all traces of blood, but that doesn’t comfort me. My questions remind me of the most important one; the one at the center of this maze.


  Why am I here?


  Why are any of us here?


  I stay on the floor, lost in thought for hours. Finally, I give in and climb onto the bed, staring up at the annoyingly white ceiling. My willpower begins to slip away. I see my life—in this room and on this bed for years. Not only is my hope gone, but so is my will to live. The depressing scenes in my head are almost guaranteed to be my future —there is only so much I can do. Resourceful as I am, I’m rapidly running out of ideas.


  I hear a tiny whirring sound. I freeze again, overtaken by uncertainty. Is it coming from something implanted in me? Or is it some new form of torture? I pat myself down before I realize that the sound is coming from the furthest corner in the room, beside the metal pan. I clutch at the edge of the bed while I peer at the floor, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise.


  That’s when I see it —a mouse.


  Creeping easily through a small gap in the wall, it sneaks to the center of the room before it stops short. It senses I’m watching it. Holding my breath, I watch a small antenna sprout from its back with an ugly red light flashing from the tip as if to scan the room. I flinch away from the light, paranoid that it’s trying to hurt me. For a moment, I’m too stunned to think. The scan doesn’t last long, and the second the last of the red light fades, I spring on it, trapping the creature under my hands. I pick it up and flip it over. There is a panel with different buttons on it. I stare at it in confusion, before I poke at it, its tiny arms and legs flailing, as it tries to escape from my grasp. I don’t let it go. I can’t. I don’t know what it is, but I can guess they’re using it for surveillance—to monitor the results of their experiments, no doubt. I smile at the mouse, hoping they see the smugness in my eyes before slamming it to the floor, crushing it against the white tile.


  The whirring sound stops, and I stare at the cold pieces—the mouse’s “remains.” I take in a breath before I plop down on my bed, staring at it, without the slightest clue of what I should be thinking. The event was just too confusing. My amnesia hadn’t worn off yet—much to my annoyance—but whatever my life had entailed before this, I’m sure it didn’t involve destroying robotic mice.


  Hours pass. I’m still in that deep state of thought, making sleep hard to come by that night. I keep an eye on the mouse as I toss and turn, certain it will put itself back together and wander off during the night to return its findings to my captors. Despite the agonizing stress, I manage to catch a cat nap, and in the “morning,” the pieces of the mouse are still there—along with a fresh tray of food.


  I look between the two, noticing that the other tray is absent. They had come into my room again while I was asleep. Had they noticed their device? I laughed to myself, wishing I had stayed awake long enough to see the looks on their faces. The laughter leaves, and I’m once again left with the weight of my reality. As usual, I guzzle the juice and eye the sandwich, starting to feel hungry now. I don’t know how long it’s been since my last meal anymore, and the rumbling in my stomach is hard to ignore. A hunger strike won’t be the best move for me—especially if fight or flight becomes necessary, which I can almost guarantee.


  I wolf down the food without a second thought. Then, I turn my attention to picking up every scrap of the mouse. I don’t want to leave any of it in my room. I clench my hand shut, the oddly soft pieces poking at my palm. With my free hand, I go to work banging on the door. When it opens, I run to the Common Room, my pride evident in my every movement as I take my place in the center of the others.


  “Look! They’re watching us!” I shout, holding up the remains to the others whom I pass in the room. “They’re experimenting on us, and this is how they watch the results when they lock us up! Don’t you see we aren’t safe here!?” I show the handful of scraps to the nearest woman, but she looks away in disgust—a reaction I don’t understand. I look down at the pieces in my hands, and then I look up at her with my head tilted. Is she upset about my attitude, or that I’m exposing our captors for what they are?


  “Do you all not care?” I ask, my shoulders slumping in disbelief. Out of everything I’ve tried, I was positive this would spark some sort of reaction. Instead, they’re as deadpanned as ever.


  “Avera! What have you got?” I recognize the guard’s voice. I clench my hand around the bits, feeling protective of my find.


  “Look! I found your spying equipment. Tell me, what did you do to me that you want to see? Poison? Or did you shoot me up with some rare disease? Some experimental drug?”


  “Manny!” he calls over his shoulder. I pull back my arm, intent to throw it at him, but before I have a chance to move, the men in white pull me down the hallway to the torture room again. They strap me to the board, and I scream out, waiting for the torture to being.


  The next minute, however, everything goes black.


  When I wake again, I’m back in my room with another pounding migraine. I swallow hard, and stare up at the ceiling, tears in my eyes. I punch at my bed. I wonder if I had been tortured again, but I’m glad for the absence of memories this time. I’m on the verge of hopelessness. All my methods of escape aren’t working, and I feel like I’m only digging my grave deeper. For a moment, I understand why the others don’t try to escape anymore. Maybe at one point they did, but they hit a wall and ultimately came to the same conclusion. I wonder if they’re treated better for losing their willpower—allowing themselves to become somebody’s pet.


  I hardly notice when the door opens a few hours later. Deep in agony and illness, I hear a sharp whisper. Fight or flight kicks in at the thought of someone in such close proximity. I bolt upright, only to see Rosita peeking in at me. She’s battered. I can only imagine the horrors she has gone through. Deep, purple bags sit under her eyes, and her curly brown hair is wild about her head. It looks as though some of it was torn out.


  “What happened to you?” I manage to ask, despite the nagging dryness in my throat. Rosita purses her lips and hands me my usual glass of juice, which I down reluctantly.


  “The same thing that happens to us all, I imagine,” she says.


  I nod, forcing myself to my feet. I understand that she’s probably as uncomfortable as I am with sharing the details of my torture.


  “Why are you here?” I ask her.


  “You’re looking to escape too,” she says, running her tongue nervously over her bottom lip, “and you seem to be the only one.”


  That gets my attention. I see the desperation in her eyes—the very same that lives inside of me. She hasn’t been broken yet either.


  “What’s the plan?” I ask.


  She glanced over her shoulder into the hallway, paranoid that she’s being watched. She takes a step closer to me, the wildness glowing in her eyes. “They let their guard down around the others because they know they won’t fight them,” she says.


  “Yeah, and?”


  “We can use that to our advantage. All we need is a distraction. If we get that needle from the main guard, we can use it on him and get down that hallway before the others realize what has happened.”


  “You’re sure the way out is down the torture hall?” I ask.


  “I haven’t been here much longer than you,” she admits, “but I’ve scoped it out enough to be willing to risk everything on this plan.”


  I nod again. I have no other options left but to trust her. She’s probably God’s answer to the prayers I sent him the other day, and I don’t want to let him down. A renewed sense of strength helps me to push away my reservations. I watch her for signs of what to do next.


  “I’ve got an idea in mind; just follow my lead, okay?”


  She really is a Godsend, I think, following her into the hallway.


  My heart beats so hard that it hurts. She quickens her pace, to put a bit of distance between us. I hold back, waiting for her to enter the Common Room first. When I enter the room, I stick towards the wall on the other side of the room, not even risking a glance in her direction. I don’t want to raise any suspicion. The guards seem fascinated with me, and the association could be bad for Rosita if we were discovered. There’s a clattering sound, and she cries out.


  “My leg! I think there’s something wrong with my leg!”


  I finally risk a glance, and see she has collapsed on the floor, coddling her left knee. She did fall at an awkward angle, though she pretends to be in pain as the guard rushes to kneel beside her, looking for some sort of injury.


  “Are you alright?”


  She looks at me for a fraction of a second, but it’s long enough. That’s my cue. I rush forward, but he turns at the sound of my footsteps. My heart pounds as he stands up to grab me. I blink, and in the next moment, he collapses to the ground. I slowly let out the breath I had been holding as Rosita tosses the needle to the ground. I help her to her feet, and we dash down the unguarded hallway. There are shouts of protests and anger in the room behind us, but we ignore it as we focus on the path ahead. Any distraction in this moment could be fatal. I have the feeling that we will never have a chance like this again if we fail.


  I pray that Rosita is right about the exit. I can’t bear to think about the consequences if she is wrong. Rosita is the first through the door, and I can smell the fresh air as my bare feet run across the pavement. The feeling of sunlight on my skin is enough for me to ignore the burning from the scraps of cement against my feet.


  All I think about is freedom.


  “AND THAT’S WHEN you went to the police, correct?” the lawyer asks. 


  I nod.


  “No more questions.”


  “The witness may step down while the jury goes into deliberation,” the judge says, banging his gavel.


  Relief swells into my chest as I cross the courtroom to sit beside Rosita. She looks as relieved as I am. In her suit, she looks much stronger than the first time I had seen her. Less than an hour later, the jury returns and we take our places. The judge lumbers back to his spot.


  “Has the jury reached a verdict?”


  “We have, your honor,” the foreman replies. I hold my breath.


  “For the crime of kidnapping, we find the defendant… guilty. For the charge of assault, we find the defendant… guilty. For the charge of unlawful imprisonment, we find the defendant… guilty.”


  “Guilty!” I whisper. “Guilty!”


  I turn to look at Rosita, but the courtroom blurs to blackness.


   “HOW ARE YOU feeling today, Miss?” a voice asks me.


  I struggle to open my eyes, and when I do, all I see is white. Panic strikes. Am I in the room again? I squint to see the tiny woman beside me, and I realize it’s a nurse.


  “Looks like someone’s stopped taking her medicine!” the nurse says, handing me a cup of water.


  I sip the clear liquid and notice the bandages around my wrists—cloths protecting the stitches in my self-inflicted wounds. I swallow the metallic water again as all the memories hit me. I suddenly remember where I am.


  Brentwood Psychiatric.


   


   


   


   


   


  Everyone is afraid of something.


  Fear is a motivator, a guide.


  In the end, we’re all afraid of the same thing—death.


   


   


  




  Fear


  IT WAS THE dust in my lungs that first caught my attention. I coughed. Moving around, I felt rough pebbles beneath my fingers. My eyes shot open and memories flooded my mind. The last thing I remembered was the van. Then everything went black. Pulling myself to my feet, I looked around. It was hazy, but I could make out the dusty stone walls on either side of me.


  I feared that I was closed in, until I noticed the thickening haze up ahead. It looked like a walkway. Swallowing hard, I looked both ways, wondering where I was.


  I heard a motor running. Sounded like a horde of bumblebees. A speaker appeared before me, and I jumped back, staring at it.


  “Good morning,” it said politely. “This is a maze. You have one hour to reach the center. Beware of wrong turns, and good luck.”


  As the speaker buzzed away, there was faint cheering and clapping. A loud beep caught my attention, and I realized a heavy, silver watch wrapped itself around my wrist. The screen displayed 60 minutes.


  My eyes grew wide. I stared at it, then looked up, spinning around in circles, my heart racing. “What is this?” I screamed at no one in particular. “What happens if I don’t make it out in an hour?”


  Silence greeted me.


  I gulped and looked straight into the fog. Too many thoughts ran through my mind to count. Was the center of the maze the only way out?


  If it was, what happened if I made a wrong turn?


  I must get out of here, I thought. I must play the game.


  With careful steps, I ventured into the fog, running my fingers along dusty stone wall. I couldn’t bear the thought of getting lost. The path was straight for a while, allowing me to relax, despite myself. I could find my way out, and when I did, I could go to the police and put an end to this...whatever it was.


  A few more steps, and I found myself standing where the path split. Feeling like I was going to be sick, I stood at the fork, peering down each path. Which one was the right choice?


  What would happen if I picked the wrong one?


  A buzz from my watch told me I had 58 minutes left. Searching the walls for some clue, I found none. I had to decide, alone. Swallowing my fear, I chose the left corridor. As my feet left the main hall, a large, silver door clanged shut behind me. I turned and began banging on the metal, fighting to get out.


  “Please! Let me out!”


  Through my own cries, I heard pattering behind me. Something skittered across the pebbles on the floor. My heart raced as I whipped around, trying to find the source. I couldn’t see through the fog, so I creeped forward. Maybe if I kept going, I would find the way out.


  My foot slid on a slick patch, and I looked down to see an enormous web. It snaked up the wall like a thick Halloween decoration. Then I realized it wasn’t fog—silver strands of web had coated the corridor, like streamers.


  “Spiders? Why does it have to be spiders?” I whispered to myself, as I continued forward.


  I ripped my foot free from the web and walked further down the pathway, feeling worse with every step. The pattering sounded again, but before I could react, a giant shadow up appeared ahead. It raced towards me, and I screamed, ducking by the wall as the beast came in range.


  It was a spider…the size of a small horse. Dotted with blue and black, green slime dripped from its massive jaws. Through beady, cold eyes it spotted me, shivering against the wall. I could hear each step as its legs as closed in on me.


  “Help!” I cried, taking off down the hallway.


  The mutated spider followed in close pursuit. I tried to pick up my pace, but I could see the end of the corridor. I was trapped. Leaning against the wall, panting, I tried to catch my breath. People were watching me; watching my struggle. Would they come to rescue me?


  Or did they want me to fail?


  My eyes darted everywhere, searching for some way out. Beneath the webs on the other wall, I saw a garden fence against the stone. A glint at the top caught my attention.


  I raced toward it, leaping into the thickest mound of web. They clung to my face and arms, but I resisted the urge to smack at them and I kept climbing. I couldn’t spare a second. The spider had reached the bottom of the gate, clicking its giant legs together to make the worst sound I had ever heard. At the top, I found that the glint had come from a sword, tied by line to the top hoop of the fence. I gripped the handle, trying to pull it free, but it wouldn’t budge. I looked down. The spider was inches away from my leg, baring its fangs to sink them into my skin. My fear gave me a surge of adrenaline, and I yanked the sword free. With a deep breath, I gripped the handle swung at the spider. It reared back, trying to bite me again as it screeched and raged, casting green slime.


  I let go of the gate and fell toward the spider with the sword, ready to fight. The metal blade sliced through the enormous arachnid, covering me in green slime as I landed on its huge remains. Disgusted, I struggled to my feet and looked at the dead spider beside me, shaking. The familiar buzz of the speaker sounded again. “Congratulations. You have passed your first challenge. As a result, you may keep the sword.” I could hear clapping as it ascended back into the sky.


  “Let me out!” I called after it, but of course it returned no response.


  I sighed and wiped at the disgusting mix slime and spider webs clinging to every inch of me. I picked up the sword, letting the tip drag against the pebbles. I glanced at my watch. 45 minutes left.


  Making my way back to the fork, I felt sick. If that was just the first challenge, what else did the maze have to offer?


  I stopped to lean against the wall, hoping to compose myself before I moved on. Then, I wobbled down the corridor, leaving behind the slime on the floor and walls. The gentle gray fog had become darker and more menacing. If it turned completely black, how I was going to be able to fight for my life?


  And, what I would be fighting?


  I approached another split, my heart thumping in sick anticipation. A quick game of eenie-meenie-miney-mo decided that I’d take the right corridor. Thankfully, the corridor behind me stayed open. I had guessed correctly. Relieved, I continued down the walkway, hand on the wall and sword ready in case I had to fight again.


  Something growled in the distance. I knew there was a fork in the path, even before I saw it. I shivered. What beast lay waiting at this wrong turn? In my head, I charted the part of the labyrinth that I had already explored. The right path had been correct twice so far. I couldn’t be right again.


  With a heavy breath, I stepped into the left corridor. The door slammed shut behind me.


  “No…” I whispered, standing there petrified.


  What would I encounter this time? More spiders?


  I took another step forward, and the floor beneath me turned bright red, like lava. The walls looked black as night, making them hard to distinguish from the smoke-like haze in the air. I looked down the corridor as the sound of growling echoed down the walls. Whatever it was, it was big.


  Less than a second later, it was before me. It was a huge beast, as black as the walls. Four eyes locked on me, and I realized it had two enormous canine heads, both mouths full of razor sharp teeth. I screamed and slashed at it with the sword, but the blade went right through. Its body parted like smoke, then rearranged itself without hesitation. The sword slid from my fingers as its eyes suddenly turned the same color as the floor. Horrified, I realized that it wasn’t a dog–it was a hellhound.


  



  Don’t look in its eyes. I thought as I ducked around it. It’ll kill you that way.


  I could hear the beast pounding after me, snapping at me with both sets of teeth. I had no idea how I could win this battle. Physical damage was impossible—and the beast could rip me to pieces with its teeth or steal my soul with a single glimpse of its eyes.


  Without a plan in mind, I kept running. If I stayed alive long enough, I was bound to think of something. That was when I noticed the single beam of light piercing through the black haze.


  That must be it…that must be the answer! I thought as I bounded towards it.


  Just as I was about to grab it, I felt teeth sink into the skin of my calf. I cried out, dropping to the ground. They dug in like a bear trap. I couldn’t feel myself hit the ground over the tearing of muscle. Tears streamed down my face, but I refused to look at my leg or at the beast mauling it.


  Somehow, I pushed away the pain, focusing only on the light ahead. I couldn’t hurt without it. If I stalled, it would kill me. I inched closer to the light, coming from a small mirror-like thing. I grabbed after it, screaming as the second head bit my other leg.


  I caught it.


  The edges were sharp, slicing into the skin on my palm. But I barely noticed it over the pain in my body was already in. I angled the light toward the Hellhound, its golden beam piercing through the shadowy spot where its neck was. The beast howled in pain and released me, disappearing like mist. I lay on the ground, panting, and trying to absorb what had just happened.


  I heard the familiar whirring of the approaching speaker. “Congratulations on overcoming your second challenge,” it said. “The center is close, you should be proud. Not very many make it this far.”


  I shivered and chucked the mirror at it. “What? No prize this time?”


  It was silent as it floated away once again.


  Life is enough, I thought to myself.


  The pain in my legs was intense. I was afraid to see what damage was done. I looked at my hand and saw a bloody outline of the mirror I had held. Reaching toward my calf, I poked at the destroyed flesh. There was no way I was going to look at it. I tried to stand, causing the worst pain yet. Swallowing hard, I looked at my watch. Only thirty minutes left, and my legs were all but useless.


  The Hellhound targeted my legs. How am I gonna survive? I wondered as I tried, once again, to stand.


  It was Hell. I leaned against the wall, glad for the support that it offered me, since what was left of my calf muscles were in no state to work. I hobbled back down the corridor that way, stopping only to pick up the sword I had discarded at the beginning of the fight. It made a good walking stick as I made it back to the split in the maze. I picked the right path, mad at myself for not choosing it before.


  I continued down the path, bleeding out with each step that I took. The wall and sword supported my weight far better than I could. The stones on the wall changed from dingy grey boulders to beautiful intricate tiles with diamonds painted on the center. I remembered what the speaker had told me, and felt a bit better, despite my condition. I moved closer the center of the maze–it was almost over. The thought gave me a bit of much needed inspiration to move.


  I glanced at the watch again. Time was dissolving faster than the progress I made. With ten minutes left, the corridor seemed to never end. My steps grew shorter and shorter, and I feared that it wouldn’t be long before I collapsed.


  Suddenly, the speaker greeted me with a buzz. “You have five minutes to reach the center. You may want to consider picking up the pace or else you’ll face the consequences.”


  “I’m hurt, can’t you see that!” I screamed at it, hoping for some sign of remorse.


  It ignored me as it hovered ever so close. “Good luck,” it said before it once again floated away.


  They’re hoping I die in here, I thought bleakly as I pulled myself onward. Whoever they are, they want a good, bloody show. They don’t want victory.


  If there was one thing I wanted to do, it was to disappoint them—to disappoint each of sick, twisted people watching my struggle, hoping that something would end it.


  The minutes slipped away until I was down to only one. The seconds began to tick. I felt like the watch screen magnified every number. Rumbling and shifting came from all around the giant labyrinth. I hurried forward, seeing the bend at the end of the walkway. I assumed it led to the center of the maze.


  If I could make it there, I’d be safe.


  Only ten feet away from the end, the tiles behind me began to fall away. They revealed a deep abyss that was probably littered with skeletons—if it had an end. The floor fell away faster and faster until I was forced to swing forward in a kind of jump, losing the sword in the process. I landed in the center of the maze just as the tile I had stood on disappeared. I watched the silvery blade slip into the darkness and vanish.


  My breath flew out of my mouth in relief. Looking around, I wandered to the center of the room, dragging my legs with every painful step I managed to take.


  “Well? I did it! I’m here! Let me out!” I shouted.


  My voice echoed around the odd, stone room.


  Of course, no one replied.


  I fell to my knees, panting again. The room began to swirl and I know I had lost too much blood. I couldn’t keep going, not without help. There was a loud thump, like someone had flipped a giant switch, then the walls started to close in. I blinked, fighting the urge to pass out. Was this real? I collapsed, staring at the ceiling. The spikes seemed closer now than they were when I arrived.


  The walls moved in closer, and I realized that it was real. My heart raced, but I didn’t move—I couldn’t. I should have known. There was no escaping that maze alive. I could die in one of two ways: leaping into the dark pit surrounding the room, or being crushed to death by the walls. I laughed, overcome with hysteria.


  The walls around me got tighter, but I didn’t fight. I didn’t even protest. Closing my eyes, I lay on the tiles, feeling my blood pool in a sticky puddle beneath me as I waited for death to finally claim me.


  The thump sounded again. Did they flip the switch again? The walls began to recede and the familiar buzz filled my ears. The speaker hovered above me like a metallic vulture.


  “Congratulations. You have conquered your fears.”


  I smiled as black unconsciousness finally swept over me.


   


   


   


   


   


  Where are the dreamers; the wishers; the believers?


  



  If there’s no mystery left in the world, we must create our own.


   


   


  




  Stained


  THE BLOOD. 


  It was always the first thing I felt in the morning, stronger than my own consciousness. Every night, the nightmares were the same. I would awaken with the clammy chill of blood on my hands and face. It happened like clockwork, almost like it was scripted. When I opened my eyes, I found them clean.


  The blood only existed in my dreams.


  Therapists couldn’t help me. They labeled me with various names and diseases and offered alternative pills—more money for them, but all useless to me. I was “sick”—untreatable. None of them dared to mention the reason for their diagnosis. I always left my sessions feeling confused. I wasn’t a bad person—the closest to crime I had come was watching Scooby Doo as a kid. I was a romantic—a comedic one, at that.


  My subconscious disagreed. It harbored a secret, one kept secluded from the rest of my mind, inaccessible to logic. The dreams continued on schedule. Sometimes they were different, sometimes they were the same. No matter what I dreamt, I woke up with that awful feeling of blood on my hands. Every morning, I comforted myself in the knowledge that they were just that—dreams.


  Until my next door neighbor disappeared.


  Police said it was a blood bath, but the body was nowhere to be found. Without it, her disappearance could only be marked a missing person’s case. When I woke up that morning, my hands were clean of any blood, but I could hear a woman’s screams ringing in my ears—as though I had been next to her the whole time. Sirens drew my attention away from the reoccurring dream. I threw on the nearest outfit I could find and went to stand among the crowd that had gathered around her property.


  The police wandered in and out of the house to gather their evidence. Members of the growing group pushed a bit closer, each of them attempting to glimpse the fresh gore. What it is about us that draws us to terrible things? Like people who slow down to see a car accident on the highway. I couldn’t complain—I was one of them, peeking through the caution tape strung along the lawn. I wondered if the inside of the house matched the images from my dreams.


  Annoyed with the requests, the police ushered us away. I was hesitant to leave, so I stood in the grass alone, watching them work for the better part of an hour. Where had she gone? Who harmed her? If the culprit had struck just one house to the left, it could’ve been me, instead of her. I had to know what was happening, but every police officer I asked either ignored me or gave me a sympathetic smile. Like my therapists, they thought I was twisted and wanted details for some sick reason they couldn’t place.


  But I didn’t. I wanted answers. No one was willing to share a word about the tragedy, not while the wound was still raw. I grabbed my backpack and walked away unsatisfied, headed for my only class of the day. I gained no attention from my classmates as I walked through the massive halls of the building. That was normal; I was a shadow in this place—just another part of the atmosphere for them to dread. I shivered. My skin still felt like it was coated in the blood from my nightmares, but their disinterested stares were enough for me to know it was all in my head.


  Sitting in class, news of Kayanna’s disappearance was all anyone could talk about. She was one of us…and now she was gone.


  I should have felt sadness at the news—we all should have—but we were in a collective state of disbelief. I think people even found the mystery fascinating. If she turned up, alive and well, the interest would disappear as quickly as it sprouted. I sat with my hands clasped together, listening to the others whisper around me. I listened to their words, their theories…their guesses at how long it would be before her body would be found. No one thought she was still alive, that was obvious. I kept my mouth shut. The police may have called it a missing person’s case, but news spreads fast in a small town. Their imaginations had been hard at work ever since.


  They deemed it murder…exactly as I thought.


  I laughed to myself. Their thoughts sounded so wrong—so innocent, as if all their information came from movies. When school got out, I walked home, alone as always. No one wanted to be seen with “Mental Melissa.” I hadn’t had a friend since I started college two years before, and with everyone on such high alert, I couldn’t imagine gaining one now.


  I pushed the thought away and watched police cars racing up and down the street. Before my professor dismissed us for the day, campus security had issued their usual warning—to travel in pairs whenever possible and avoid dimly lit areas. It wouldn’t be good if another precious young adult disappeared. It looked bad for the town, and it would look worse for them if they had a serial killer on their hands.


  I was no bigger than Kayanna had been, but I didn’t feel inclined to follow the police guidelines, like my classmates did. I didn’t have friends to help me anyways. Who would even notice if I disappeared? Besides, Kayanna was taken from her home, not the streets. It wasn’t likely that the killer would change his M.O., should he strike again.


  I slipped down the alleyways and backstreets, feeling an odd sense of peace; a blanket of security that had been ripped away from the rest of the town.


  Safe. The word echoed through in my mind. What did it mean to be safe in this situation, anyway? Happening to dodge the bullet of the would-be serial killer? Wasn’t that just luck?


  Kayanna’s house caught my attention, and I jogged across the street. The crowd was gone, but the caution tape remained, a grisly reminder of the horrors lying inside. I stood on the lawn for a while, staring up at the building. Once again, I had the urge to go inside and see for myself what remained of the girl.


  What happened to her? I wondered, finally forcing myself to walk the few feet home. Was her whole life really snuffed out just like that?


  I threw my backpack down with a thump that echoed through the empty house. My parents weren’t home, not that I was surprised. They spent a lot of time out of town, only coming back to check on me during special occasions. I sighed and tromped down the basement steps to my room. I stumbled through the darkness until I found the cord to turn on the light. I felt alone as I sat on my bed, cuddling my knees to my chest.


  Was it a serial killer? Was it a crime of passion?


  I wasn’t sure if my parents had heard about Kayanna’s disappearance or not. Would they come home if they did? Would they find a connection to it and my childhood incident? Uncurling myself, I lie down on the twin-size bed, picking up my book from its place on the floor. I tried to clear my head, but my thoughts wandered again to the disappearance. How could a girl be violently murdered without anyone overhearing it? Houses were close together in this neighborhood. Too close.


  It was all unsettling and suspicious.


  I threw the book down, clasping my hands to my forehead, trying to block out the thoughts. The faucet was on—there was no way to make them stop now. I closed my eyes, letting myself relax, despite the tension I felt all over. Before I knew it, I was asleep.


  Images flashed through my mind as darkness filled my brain. I inched forward through the fancy living room. I didn’t have to see to move; my feet were on autopilot. I heard breathing across the room that wasn’t mine. Heavy and pained, it sounded like a wounded animal. A scream pierced my eardrums, jolting me upright in bed, just as the feeling of blood drenched my hands again.


  I blinked to clear my eyes and held my hands up in the light. Porcelain skin sparkled back at me, clean and unmarked. I wasn’t convinced. I frowned, feeling like they mocked me with their cleanliness.


  I ran to the bathroom, feeling dirty and ashamed for a reason I couldn’t quite place. I hopped in the shower, scrubbing my skin from head to toe for so long that the water turned icy and my skin grew pink. I didn’t feel much better when I got out, though. With a defeated sigh, I dried my hair and I crossed the house, looking for a distraction. I passed a window on my way into the kitchen. It was night, but a bolt of lightning lit up the surroundings, illuminating the house next door.


  My curiosity peaked again at the sight of it.


  “Mom?” I called out. “Dad?”


  No response. My shoulders slumped as I slid over to the cordless phone on the counter. Since they made no effort to contact me, I would have to reach out to them. I dialed my mom’s number and held the phone to my ear. It rang, then cut to voicemail. I don’t know why I bothered to call her—she never answered. My father served as the gopher that channeled messages back and forth. I couldn’t remember the last time I spent one-on-one time with her. I hung up and dialed my dad’s number instead.


  “Hello?” his voice said.


  “Hi, Dad,” I replied.


  “Is everything okay, Melissa?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Did you hear about Kayanna?”


  “Yeah, I did. It’s all over the news here. Sounds like the town is about ready to shut down to weed out the person that did this.”


  “Yeah. Police are getting desperate. Do you think you and Mom will be home soon? I don’t feel good being alone, knowing the person that did it is still out there.”


  “I’m coming home first thing in the morning,” he promised.


  “What about Mom?”


  “She’s um…well, she’s unsure.”


  My heart clenched in disbelief. I could be in danger, but she didn’t want to make sure I was okay. She was indifferent to me. It was like I wasn’t even her child, but someone else’s who had been thrown on her.


  “What do you mean? Dad, does she not want to see me?”


  “It’s not that, it’s just that this whole thing reminds her of the incident, and it’s hard on her.”


  “Put her on the phone,” I said, trying to contain my hysterics. This was not the time for her to ignore me.


  “She won’t come to the phone, Melissa, you know that.”


  “Tell her it’s an emergency,” I said.


  “She knows what’s going on as well as I do. She just doesn’t think it’s a good idea for her to be around you.”


  “So she’s shunning me? Dad, I was a kid…I was sleepwalking!” I said desperately. “Why can’t she forgive me?”


  On the other end of the line, I heard him clear his throat.


  “I know that, sweetheart, but the whole thing makes your Mom uneasy. She just needs time.”


  “I guess that’s why she’s been avoiding me like the plague for as long as I can remember.”


  My dad was silent. “Don’t be so hard on her. I’ll see you in the morning, okay? Make sure you keep the door locked, and if you hear anything out of the norm, call the police immediately.”


  “Right,” I said, hanging up.


  I didn’t know why I bothered to call either of them. They weren’t real parents to me anymore. We were close once, but those memories were sparse. I felt a hole in my heart whenever I thought about them. My mother had been cold to me for as long as I could remember. I wasn’t even sure why. Whenever my father tried to explain it, he only used the phrase “the incident” to justify her actions. What had I done to so distance my mom from me that we were now practically strangers?


  Did she wish that I disappeared instead of Kayanna?


  I sighed and flipped my hair from my eyes. Could I earn back their love if I hunted down the person that had hurt her?


  I glanced out the window, again noticing the outline of the house in the darkness. I would be alone for another night…and so would the house. The tingle of excitement I felt at the opportunity pushed away the disappointment I felt a moment before. Tying my hair into a bun, I slid into my shoes and dashed outside. I crept onto the neighbor’s lawn and looked around for any signs of life. The caution tape crinkled eerily in the breeze as I slipped past it.


  I bolted up the steps, pausing on the porch to scan the neighborhood once more. The houses around were shut down for the night. There were no cars, which told me the house was still empty. I stepped inside. Sign of carnage were visible, even in the dark. Broken pots were scattered in the hallway and several puddles of blood were splayed across the living room. Someone had overturned the coffee table.


  “There was a struggle,” I whispered to myself, “a big one.”


  The deeper into the house I traveled, the louder my heart beat in my chest. Bloody handprints dotted the wallpaper in the hallway. I could almost see how it all played out in my mind. Piece by piece, I pictured how Kayanna died. It was noisy and intense—how had no one heard the struggle in time to save her life?


  I felt this nagging urge to get out—as if I would share her fate if I didn’t. I obeyed and ran back to my house, panting. I thought about what I had seen. Real images replaced the ones I imagined that morning. I couldn’t avoid the thoughts that came with it. Where were Kayanna’s roommates when it happened? Were they even home, or were they gone long before? There was no trace of them, almost as if they were avoiding something—or someone.


  Did they know who harmed her?


  I trudged back down to the basement, trying to get rid of the new questions my adventure had inspired. I didn’t know what I had hoped to accomplish, but I was still unsatisfied. I wanted to wish the best—I wanted to believe Kayanna would come home, but I wasn’t an idiot. No one in town was. Obviously, from the state of the house, that wasn’t the way this story would go. I sat down at my desk, sketching a demon, eyes as red as the blood I had seen on the floor.


  It was the only thing I could imagine would want to hurt her.


  I crumpled the drawing and tossed it away without a second thought. I couldn’t risk giving my father more ammunition for my therapist in the morning. I lay down, and soon drifted to sleep, the images beginning to run through my mind again. They were vivid. Had I been here before?


  I felt the handle of a knife cut into my flesh as I clutched it with all my strength. Adrenalin shot through my veins; the decision to fight was etched in my mind. I was hunting someone…but who? I trudged through the same darkened room I visited in my last dream. The screaming pierced the air again and warm blood splashed over me once more.


  No face matched the sound.


  When I opened my eyes, I expected to see a gray ceiling with a trickle of light from the tiny window above my desk.


  But I wasn’t in my room this time.


  Wind whistled through my hair and through the nearby trees, leaving goosebumps on my skin. The scenery swirled about my vision. Where was I? I swallowed hard and stared into the night. Glancing down, my eyes grew wide. A gritty, uncomfortable paste of blood and dirt coated my arms and neck. My hand tightened around the wooden handle of a tool. I looked at the ground, only to see the empty pit the shovel was stuck into.


  Then I saw the body at my feet. I screamed, dropping the shovel as I jumped back. That’s when I noticed the line of graves before it.


  The blood hadn’t been in my dreams.


   


   


   


   


   


  With the good must come the bad; for every wish? A curse.


   


   


  




  The Curse


  CHAZ’S ILLNESS CAME on quick—sudden. One day he was fine, and the next? He lay on his deathbed, barely able to move. All he could do was groan, in long, agonizing bursts. I wished I could say it took about a week, but even that seemed too long.


  Grabbing a rag, I dab at the sweat gathering on his brow. He tries to look at me through glazed eyes, but I can’t seem to gather a shred of optimism. I see his suffering, and for his sake, I hope his struggle will come to an end soon. He’s gone through so many different stages of consciousness in the last hour that I wonder if he even knows I’m here.


  Watching him shrivel away is hard. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my twenty years of life. I wonder how much longer my watch will last.


  We care for him in shifts—my other brother, two sisters, parents, and I. Chaz’s end was near, and we didn’t want him to be alone. Though, I’m not sure he’ll be able to tell the difference when that moment comes. He’s the second member of the family to grow ill within a few days. My dad was first, with a persistent cough that had him bed-ridden as well. Luckily, the Medicine Man had found a cure for his illness. No sooner had he gotten back on his feet, my brother took ill, less than a day later. However, this disease had him wasting away to nothing.


  We sought out the Medicine Man again, but his herbs were of no use this time. Whatever ailed my brother, the Medicine Man had never seen before. Of course, we tried our own batches of herbs, but each poultice only seemed to hurt him more—especially when they made him throw up.


  Chaz draws in another ragged breath. My heart hurts to watch him. He won’t last the night. I’m not sure I want to be the one on watch when he slips away—I don’t think I can handle it. Yet, I push away my reservations and look at him. His face is sunken in from days of puking up what little food he managed to get down. I can almost see the shape of his skull. He had always had a chiseled face, but never this severe.


  He breathes in again, and I can hear the liquid in his lungs a moment before he coughs, spraying droplets of blood across the white floor.


  I offer him another gentle smile, trying my best to comfort him, before I dash to the living room to gather the other family members. In my head, the last few seconds of Chaz’s life ticks away on an ugly clock. We converge around his bed, just as he takes his last breath. I stare as his brown eyes fall open in the blank stare of death. He looks unreal, almost like a wax figure. I bow my head, tears stinging the corners of my eyes and dripping down my face. Before I realize I’m crying, it stops.


  From his place beside Chaz’s bed, my father utters a prayer. Lána, my older sister, pulls a blanket over his lifeless body, covering his now sightless eyes. It’s an odd scene to watch, and I’m not sure how to feel about it. I should feel sadder than I do, but his death is something I’ve prepared for since he got sick. Now that it’s happened, I’m glad his suffering is over. I’m numb—and not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. No matter how much I want to look away, I can’t ignore the blanket that hides my dead brother.


  “We’ll bury him in the morning,” my mother, Tonya, says.


  I nod and turn to leave, the first to do so. The feeling in the air is too heavy for me to bear. Kai, my younger sister, is the only one missing. Where could she have gone at such an important time? I use that as my excuse to head outside and breathe in enough fresh air to wash away the numbness.


  In a weird way, I want to be sad. I want to mourn, rather than feel this calm acceptance. It may make the situation easier for the moment, but it comes at a price.


  I lean against the house, eyes focused on the hole in the ground beside the great oak tree. For generations, our plot of land is also our prime burial ground. Over a decade has passed since the last funeral—so long that I was only a few years old when it happened. I slip toward the new grave, observing the shadows cast through the pit by the evening sun. Standing beside it, I feel better than I did inside the house.


  The thought of Ghost Sickness makes me wary of ever going back inside. If I had a sleeping bag, I would sleep outside for a few nights. I can’t believe my family let Chaz pass in that cage of a room, rather than under the open skies outside. They knew the risks as well as I did. Yet, none of them made any attempt to move him in those last few moments.


  They’re all worried about getting sick, I remind myself. I frown. The risk is higher now.


  “Doing the vigil tonight?” Gary, my youngest brother, asks suddenly.


  I jump at the sound of his voice—I thought I was alone.


  “I don’t think I can handle it,” I admit, locking eyes with him.


  He nods, and the shadows exaggerate his sharp cheekbones. “It’s okay. You took the last shift. I’ll do this for him,” he offers, setting his hand on my shoulder.


  “Have you seen Kai?”


  He tilts his head, pulling up the corner of his lip in a grimace. “I think she’s asleep. Should I wake her?”


  I shake my head. “Let her sleep. It might be the last good rest she gets for a while.”


  “I don’t want to be the one to tell her.”


  “Me neither. We’ll leave that to Lána. I’ll take to the mirrors if it hasn’t already been done,” I offer, sliding back inside the house without waiting for his response.


  I blink at my mother, collapsed on the couch wiping her eyes as sorrow takes a hold of her. Her straight black hair hides her face as she sobs into a handkerchief. Though we were all born within a few years of each other, Chaz was the first of the five of us, and for that fact, her favorite. None of us would burden her with funeral arrangements—she was tortured enough already. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to outlive your child. I hope I never find out.


  It broke my heart to see her in distress, but nothing I could say would help, so I stayed silent. She would have to work through this on her own. I turn my attention to the black cloths spread across the couch beside her. At least one of the after-death arrangements would be made simple. I pick them up and go to work, covering each of the mirrors throughout the house, before I move back to the living room. I stand in the center as if I don’t know what to do with myself.


  I actually don’t.


  Never before have I witnessed the death of someone so close to me. Watching someone pass from this world into the next is odd, but it’s nowhere near as weird as watching the rest of my family lose themselves to their sorrow.


  Lána steps into the hall, closing the door to Chaz’s room behind her. Her long braid swings about her shoulders as she stands in place for a moment, her face grim. I wonder what exactly she said to him in her goodbyes. Her expression straightens, as if she heard my thought. She seems to be maintaining her composure better than the rest of us. Catching my gaze, she gives me a brief nod, before coughing into her hand and stepping past me. My heart skips a beat. “Lána, you okay?”


  “I’m fine, Iri, it’s just a cough,” she says, glancing at me through unamused brown eyes.


  “How could you say that? That’s how Chaz’s illness started!”


  She frowns at me. “Maybe, but I can’t think about that right now. I’m doing the vigil with Gary, and I want to say goodbye to Chaz. We can worry about me tomorrow.”


  “Let’s hope it’s not Ghost Sickness,” I mutter.


  She pulls her eyebrows together and stares at me. “Don’t worry about that.”


  “If you’ve caught it you may as well be about to do your own vigil.”


  Lána shakes her head, but says nothing more as she slips outside. If I didn’t know any better, I would assume she thought I was crazy. I purse my lips, wanting to follow and convince her to join me on a trip to the Medicine Man, but I decide against it. It’s an odd time to be hardheaded, but everyone handles grief in their own way. If she’s more focused on Chaz than herself, then so be it. I stare at his door for a long time. I should go back inside to say my final goodbyes, but when the image of his soulless eyes enters my mind, I reconsider. My gaze shifts to my mother, and then finally comes to a rest on the black surface covering the nearest mirror.


  I hope it’s enough to block out any negative energy and send Chaz on the right path in his afterlife.


  Life already seems strange without him. Lána’s coughing rattles me as I think about watching the illness that took my brother do the same to my older sister. My mother stands from the couch, and I look at her, wondering if she has anything to say about the Lána situation.


  “Are you okay, Mom?”


  She smiles as she looks at me. “I need to lie down, Iri.”


  I nod, grasping her hand to lead her to her bed. After helping her settle in, I bring her a glass of water. Once I make sure she’s comfortable, I leave her room with a mission on my mind. I step outside of the house once again and walk past Lána and Gary sitting beside Chaz’s open grave on vigil.


  I slip across the darkening field. My heart thumps as I look back at the house behind me, but then, a pair of glowing red eyes catches my attention. I blink and freeze in my path. The creature has the head of a dog, the torso of a man, and hoofed feet. I stand rooted to the ground, wondering if it spotted me. One more blink, and it’s gone.


  What did I just see? I wonder to myself, glancing over my shoulder. I fear that the creature is watching me. Had it really been there, or was this just my way of grieving?


  I consider going home, and then I remember my sister’s cough. She needs medicine—something stronger than what had been offered to Chaz. Maybe if the dreaded cough is caught early on, that will be enough to get rid of it completely—like my father’s case.


  Throughout the entire walk to the Medicine Man, I feel as if I’m being hunted. Twigs seem to snap right at the moments I begin to feel safe again. After a while, I know the sounds aren’t in my mind. I tap my belt on the spot where I usually carry my working dagger, but I don’t have it on me.


  The one time I need it, I scoff. If whatever that was came back, I’d be unable to do anything about it. I comfort myself with the thought of how close I am to the Medicine Man’s house—I don’t dare think about the trip back.


  My frantic trotting turns into a mad dash through the darkening woods. Before I know it, I’m at the Medicine Man’s door. I knock—harder than intended—and he answers a moment later. An older man of Asian descent, he stands dressed in a red-orange kimono. He looks at me through focused eyes, as if it were mid-day rather than late evening.


  “Iri!” he greets me, stepping aside. “Please come in.”


  “Sorry to come so late, I won’t be long,” I promise as I step past him. I sit on the couch, wringing my hands together as I try to push away the anxiety I feel at the thought of my trip home. “I’d like to borrow more herbs if you can spare them.”


  “For Chaz?” he asks.


  A fresh stab of sorrow pierces my heart, but I manage to swallow it away before I respond.


  “N-no…he’s passed.”


  “When did this happen?”


  “Maybe an hour ago, tops,” I say, clenching my jaw to keep any traces of emotion from my tone. I’m yet to mourn in the proper way—I don’t want to have a breakdown in front of the poor Medicine Man.


  “I am sorry to hear that. He was a good man. Who are the herbs for, then?”


  I dip my head in agreement. “Thank you. He’ll definitely be missed. As for the herbs, I fear my sister may be sick with the same illness.”


  The Medicine Man stares at me for a moment, but doesn’t speak as he turns away to gather a bundle of herbs. He looks down at the packet in his hand before passing it to me. I hand him a few dollars in return, but he continues to look at me with that same troubled expression.


  “I’ll bring more in the morning,” I promise him. “That’s all I have on me at the moment.”


  “That is not it. Be prepared for Ghost Sickness, child,” he warns. “That is one illness I cannot cure, and it is deadlier than all the diseases combined.”


  “We’re doing the best we can. Unfortunately, Chaz passed indoors. We didn’t a chance to move him b-before it happened.”


  The Medicine Man falls silent again, his eyebrows pinched together in thought. I tense and await a scolding.


  “Beware of the Chindi.”


  “Chindi?” I echo. “What’s that?”


  “The bringer of sickness,” he says. “I will send Naomi by in the morning. She will cleanse your land. Be sure to keep all mirrors covered in the meantime and pray it is not too late.”


  I nod and clutching the herbs he had given me.


  “Thank you.”


  I begin to make my way out the door.


  “And Iri?”


  His voice stops me. “Be careful.”


  The Medicine Man’s parting words haunt me as I slip through the woods, trying to ignore the feeling of being watched. I’ve heard of Ghost Sickness in my time, but never the Chindi. I remember the odd, ugly creature I saw earlier—was that the thing he had warned me of?


  I frown, wondering why I didn’t think to ask what it looks like. I decide to ask my parents when I get home—I’m sure they’ve dealt with more deaths than I have. I try to focus on the path ahead as I push my way through the trees. Noticing candle lights up ahead, I know Gary and Lána are close by. I clutch the bag of herbs closer to my chest, thinking of ways I can convince her to take them. When I draw closer, I notice that candlelight shines from the pit of Chaz’s open grave. It’s been knocked inside. My eyes narrow, searching for the outline of two shadows. But I see only one—Lána’s. She’s spread across the ground, as if someone had hit her in the head. Wondering where Gary has gone, I rush to her side, fearing the worst.


  But she isn’t alone—that creature from earlier is perched on her chest like an ugly statue. The eyes of its dog-face—which had been focused on her—flick to me at the sound of my approach. The world around me slips away as the beast becomes the only thing I see. It spreads its bat-like wings and lets out a screech that leaves my ears ringing. I clamp my hands over them and watch it approach, not knowing how to protect myself. I remember the candle in the grave, but I fear turning my back to the creature would be the worst mistake I could make.


  I take a step back, horrified at the thought of what it can do. My foot catches on the other, sending me slamming to the ground. I open my eyes, hoping it will be gone like last time. But it’s still there.


  It smells my fear and hovers an inch away from mine. It’s so close I can smell its breath. My heart threatens to give out as I stare into its deep red eyes. I want to move—to scream, to fight—or to do anything resembling self-defense—but I’m frozen in a trance. The longer I look at it, the fewer questions I have. There’s no doubt that it is the Chindi, bringer of Ghost Sickness and Death, come to claim more than just my brother today.


   


   


   


   


   


  Of course we dance with our demons.


  



  Our angels are far too shy.


   


   


  




  Off Into the Distance


  I REMEMBER THE FARAWAY sound of my mother’s voice. She read me many bedtime stories about knights in fantasy kingdoms, destined to rescue beautiful princesses from danger. Each princess had her own demon to be rescued from. I remembered every detail in each fairytale my mother had told me. I loved the battles, the internal struggles, and the last minute victories they told. I never thought they were too feminine for a boy like me to enjoy.


  I mean, everyone loves a good story about the underdog, right?


  I always tried to picture the beauty of each princess. The pictures showed them in long, elegant pink and blue dresses, looking as perfect as Barbie dolls under their long curls of well-done hair. I could only guess that they had similar faces. It was hard to picture beauty stunning enough to drive dozens of men to risk their lives against dragons, witches and other dangers that could kill them to meet their beloved.


  I thought the men in these stories were crazy...until I saw her.


  No words came to my mind that could describe her. She possessed the beauty I spent years trying to picture. I was walking the moment I first saw her, but froze when I did, almost as if I had run into a wall. All I could do was marvel, staring at her and drinking in every ounce of her beauty. I realized then that it wasn’t insanity that drove the knights to extremes—it was adoration; a need to capture and possess the radiance of their maidens.


  All the princesses must’ve had the same kind of angel-like beauty that this girl owned. Though I had never seen her before, I felt a fierce need to protect and watch over her, as if she were fragile enough to break at a moment’s notice. She had no idea who I was, but still managed to win my heart with nothing more than a simple glance.


  Though just one of many girls at the dance, once I spotted her, there was no looking away—no turning my attention to anyone else. All of a sudden, I was glad I had come without a date. Sitting across the ballroom, I watched the mystery girl’s every move. I could never get enough of her. The light seemed to only focus on her, as if even they needed her presence to shine.


  The girl spun and twirled, with her beautiful black hair in a long braid, swinging about her shoulders. The few strands that fell loose circled her beautiful, pixie-like face and the light made her skin look like porcelain. She had a light sheen from the thin layer of sweat that covered her from the exertion of her grace.


  I studied her delicate blue dress. It clung to her slight frame, highlighting her most flattering angles. Gem-studded straps flowed into a V-neck pattern that went down to mid-thigh. It had a low swooping back; both dips colored with the same gems on the straps. It seemed to sum up her personality as she danced across the room without a care in the world. She spun and bent with ease, so I idly wondered if she had ever been a ballerina in her past.


  I could easily imagine her being a princess, but where was the dragon that I needed to conquer to gain her affections? What needed to be done to call her mine?


  The thought made me feel possessive. If she was a princess, then who was the knight destined to be with her? Were there a handful of them that had to first prove themselves to win her love? I was always up for a little competition, assuming, of course, that I would win.


  I watched a smirk light up her beautiful features. She beamed at the twirl she had done for her partner—the most breathtaking sight I had seen in my life.


  Without realizing it, I stood to my feet. I had competition even closer that I had failed to notice. Jealousy filled me as I glared at him; a stout man with acne and long, scuzzy brown hair. By no means was he graceful on the dance floor, but she didn’t seem to notice. She twirled in his grasp, once again without a care in the world.


  I snorted, folding my arms across my chest. I could barely contain my anger, resisting the urge to stamp my foot like a tantrum-throwing toddler. Her partner? He was no knight—definitely not her knight. It should be me dancing with her, not him. He didn’t deserve to stand within a five-foot range of her, let alone touch her. He was inferior—simple as that. I watched the way he smiled awkwardly at her as that song came to an end, and I had seen enough.


  A moment longer would be enough to make me tear my hair out. Pushing my way through the crowd with more force than I intended, I approached her. An angered shout sounded behind me, but I ignored it, not caring if I ruffled more than a few feathers along the way. My eyes focused on her.


  “May I ask for this dance?” I breathed, extending my hand. My heart thudded as I watched her lips part slightly. When her eyes met mine, I thought my heart would stop. Her light blue eyes were dotted with emerald green specks—as precious as the gemstones they mocked, yet more beautiful than sapphire. Those gorgeous eyes studied me with the same energy I had used to study her, and it was hard to tell what she thought behind the carefully composed mask she wore.


  It was an amazing feeling when she said yes. Her voice was gentle as a summer breeze. I was dying to hear her speak again and wondered how she sounded when she laughed. We began to dance, my hands gliding down to her hips. A jolt passed through me as if the very air around her were electrified. I brought her an inch closer, so I could smell her beauty. Her skin had a sweet scent that rivaled lavender—addicting and intoxicating. I couldn’t get enough.


  She moved easily to the rhythm of the music as if she had been created to dance. That wide smile still hung on her face as she danced with me, and I took a handful of mental pictures. Every time her long black hair swung in my direction, it brought a fresh wave of her intoxicating scent with it. That moment was the highlight of my life. I knew that I had to have her.


  When the dance ended, she tried to pull from my grasp, but I was reluctant to let her go. I tightened my grip, broaching the topic of another dance, but she was desperate to flutter back into the fray. I had no choice. With a frown on my face, I let her go, watching her go back to the man I already deemed unworthy of being in the presence of my Princess.


  It’s okay. It’s only a temporary goodbye, I vowed. I cast her one last glance, and left the dance. Outside, I held a cigarette to my lips, as my mind clouded with thoughts of her. I crushed it beneath my boot and hid in the shadows beyond the door, waiting for the pair to leave. The second my Princess stepped outside, my eyes were on her. I watched as she climbed into a dark blue car with the World’s Worst Prince. Climbing into my own, I began to follow them. Despite my excitement, I stayed a good distance behind them. When they pulled into the garage of a house, I circled the block once, before parking my car a few houses down.


  Then I waited.


  I didn’t have a plan. And, for all my thinking, I wasn’t even sure how to form one. Princes don’t have a plan, I consoled myself as I watched the house she had disappeared into.


  My fingers tapped on my knee as I stared into the night. Twenty minutes later, my opportunity came. The "Prince" made his appearance on the lawn to smoke a cigarette. I smirked, reaching into my glove box for my weapon of choice. I clutched the handle of the curved dagger so tightly that I felt a bruise form in my palm. The pain was easy to dismiss amidst the thoughts running through my mind. I twirled the simple blade in my hand, pondering my mission as I crept out of the car, shutting the door behind me. I peered over the nearby hedges, making sure I hadn’t caught his attention.


  His back was turned to me, so I wasted no moment rushing up to him. I wanted to make him suffer for staking a claim on my princess, but the possibility of being seen by too many witnesses was high. As much as I hated the thought, his death had to be quick and painless. I snuck up behind him and clamped my hand over his mouth, dragging my blade in a ragged line over his throat.


  The “Prince” buckled in my grasp, groaning under my arm as he struggled to cling to the last bits of his life. I sighed, waiting for him to bleed out. He grew weaker until I felt him make one last effort to free himself, before he grew still forever. I let him fall to the ground with a thump and wiped at the blood clinging to my suit.


  The pathway to my Princess was opened, and nothing could stop me now.


  When I entered the cozy place she called home, I looked around. It seemed as inadequate for her as her choice of a mate had been; small and decorated with a number of figurines and pictures. I picked up the nearest one, showing my Princess holding her partner, with wide smiles on both of their faces.


  This is sickening, I thought as I slammed it glass-first to the table I had picked it up from.


  “Roderick?” I heard her sweet voice come from somewhere deeper in the house. My ears pricked up. I followed the sound to find her cooking dinner in the kitchen, still in her dance attire.


  “He’s not here,” I said, leaning against the counter beside me.


  She turned at the sound of my voice, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of the recognition in her eyes.


  “You-you’re the one from the dance?” she stuttered, taking a step backwards. Her slender hand gripped the edge of the counter.


  “I’ve come for my Princess,” I said, offering her a bow of courtesy. “Would you do so well as to oblige?”


  “Roderick!” she screeched, catching sight of the blood on my suit.


  I understood that she was on the brink of hysterics, but I could only stare at her with emotionless eyes. She tried to dash around me, and my blood ran cold at her audacity. I had proven my worth, yet she picked him over me? Hadn’t he been the obstacle that stood in the way of her finding her real love?


  “He’s gone,” I barked, sticking my foot in her path. I had to stop her. The one that I loved with everything in me—the one who didn’t know that I existed—looked up at me through wide, helpless eyes as if her world was crumbling around her. I couldn’t help but wonder why I was so easy to ignore. Why was I so easily pushed aside at the dance?


  “Why are you doing this?” she asked her voice trembling as she took another step backwards.


  Her eyes darted around the kitchen, calculating her next plan, but it was hard to focus on that. She was so beautiful and even more ravishing with tears sparkling on her cheeks. I got distracted from the mission at hand. After all the time that I had invested in this girl, I knew what the consequences of my decisions would be if I let everything fall apart now.


  In the next room, the old grandfather clock struck midnight. I closed the gap between us and grabbed her, dragging her out of her home. Her piercing screams shook the night as she caught sight of what was left of her lover on the lawn. I gave her time to mourn him, time to mourn her last few moments of freedom before tossing her into my car and taking her away.


  I blinked, pushing the remnants of that memory to the back of my mind as I dug for the golden key hidden in my pocket. Finding it, I pushed it into the lock, taking care while unlocking the door. I had to be ready for a fight. I hopped inside the room and locked the door behind me.


  My princess was in there.


  Her back was turned to me as she stared solemnly out the window—her usual response to my visits. She looked off into the distance, studying the freedom she no longer had. It was the same emotion she had used to study me during our first encounter at the dance. She tensed at the sound of the door, but didn’t turn to look at me as I entered the room.


  Ever since I had brought her here on the night of Roderick’s death, she kept her eyes on the window as if she couldn’t live without it. I could guess her thoughts—none of them kind, I was sure.


  “How’re you feeling today, Princess?” I greeted her.


  She said nothing, as she continued to stare out the window. Blocking me out was her easiest defense, and the most effective. The allure I had felt toward her dulled when her cold shoulder presented itself. I frowned, studying her for a moment. Her hair had begun to fall out of the long braid, and it hung against her bare back. Even though it had been days since the dance, she refused to change out of her dress. That probably had something to do with Roderick as well. A surge of jealousy rose up in my throat, but I managed to coax my anger back into its hiding place—at least, for the moment. Since the moment of her capture, I had vowed to be patient in dealing with her, and I didn’t plan on breaking that anytime soon.


  “Are you going to eat today?” I asked, glancing toward the corner of the room. A plate of food from the day before sat unmoved and untouched.


  She remained silent, though I noticed her ball up her hands into fists at her side. I couldn’t imagine her attacking me in her weakened state. Which emotion was more prominent in her mind at that moment—fear, sorrow, or anger?


  I bit my lip and moved closer—desperate for any attention she could show me, good or bad. I wanted to see a spark of her brilliant personality, but she did a good job of keeping it penned behind a wall of cautious unemotion. I didn’t want to scare her with any sudden movements, but her silence was maddening. I could think of no other way to make it end, so I stepped up beside her and gently set my hand on her shoulder. I jumped a little, noticing the unnatural chill that her once warm, glowing skin held.


  “Did you hear me?” I asked.


  Finally, she turned away from the window to look at me. Her face was hollow from days without eating. Dark bags hung under her eyes from her lack of sleep, and red marks scored her cheeks—probably from the hours she spent sobbing over Roderick’s demise. For that moment, she ignored all her demons and she caught my gaze. It was the first time I had seen her eyes since the dance. The light that had warmed my heart was gone. Only a haunting darkness remained. My Princess’s beauty was no longer illuminated by happiness. Instead, a deep sorrow threatened to swallow every ounce of the beauty she held. Her dark eyes seemed stormy and glum as she suddenly looked away.


  I stepped backwards—without the light, she was no longer beautiful. The look she gave me was as heartbreaking as that thought.


  I realized then that I wasn’t her knight. I was the danger she needed to be rescued from.


   


   


   


   


   


  You know what’s scary?


  



  A woman with strength—one who sees past her vulnerability. When a woman learns to depend on no one she is a scary being indeed.


   


   


  




  Happy Birthday


  ANGEL TURNED OVER in bed and stared at the clock. Two minutes until her birthday. A sigh escaped her lips as she thought of the birthday wishes she was sure littered her social media accounts. Ignoring the urge to get up and check them, she cuddled deeper into her pillows, leaving the phone on the nightstand. It lit up with a message. Angel frowned, squinting in the darkness as she reached for it. It was an email from her college.


  “Happy birthday, Angel!” it read.


  She smiled and clicked the phone off, settling back into her sheets. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand, and then the smell of smoke made them pop wide open—just before the shrill ring of the fire alarm hit her eardrums. Throwing the blanket off, she ran down the hallway, following the gray haze in the air.


  She rounded the corner into the kitchen, only to see flames devouring her stovetop. With a gasp, she rushed to the stove and flipped the knob. Without fuel, the flames sparked, licking at the curtains framing the window above the sink. Angel hurried to fill a pan with water and dashed it on the stove, extinguishing the blaze before it could get out of control. Her heart pounded and she let out a long sigh. With adrenaline still coursing through her veins, she ran her fingers through her long blonde hair. The pan clanged against the counter and she stared at the remains of her charred curtain.


  Four, a voice whispered.


  She froze, feeling the hot breath in her ear. She wheeled around—worried someone had broken in and set the fire—but she was alone.


  It can’t be, she thought, licking her dry lips.


  Angel cast another wary glance to her stove before becoming aware of the ugly noise of the fire alarm again. Stepping back into the hall, she noticed the low battery indicator flashing. It went out with an eerie, clipped squeal.


  That must be what I heard earlier, she reasoned, pushing away all thought of the voice. Slinking back to her room, she sat down with an uneasy weight on her shoulders.


  ***


  SLEEP WAS HARD to come by that night. For the few winks she managed to get, Angel awoke in cold sweats, her heart beating so hard, she thought it would give out at any moment. She took a shower to clear her mind, dressing quickly when she got out. Her rugged appearance in the mirror made her cringe. Leaving the apartment, she locked the door behind her and lugged the heavy handbag on her shoulder down to the lobby.


  The doorman looked up at her.


  “Good morning, Angel.”


  She nodded weakly, leaning against his desk as she propped herself up with her elbows.


  He cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t sleep well, I take it?”


  She shook her head, pursing her lips. “I-uh—I may have had a brief firefighting episode last night, Gerard,” she said finally, thinking it to be the easiest way to explain what happened with her stove.


  “Not too bad, I hope,” Gerard replied, tilting his head to the side, eyeing her in concern.


  “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Angel mumbled with a shrug. She glanced at her watch. “Hey, I’m running kind of late. I’ll talk to you later.”


  Standing up straight, she pulled her handbag back over her shoulder.


  “Good, well, happy birthday!” he called after her as she walked out the door.


  She pretended not to hear—the words made her very soul uncomfortable. She wouldn’t let the thought bother her—she wouldn’t let anything bother her—as she resumed her journey to the bus stop. She couldn’t afford to be late to work again, which meant focusing her energy on the task at hand. Determined to put away the night’s incident as nothing more than a coincidence, Angel crossed the street and headed into a less reputable part of town. Then she heard it—a snarl.


  It’s my imagination, she muttered, her pace picking up. She slipped her in into the pocket where she kept a can of pepper spray. A rough bark sounded behind her. It was uncomfortably close. Swallowing hard, she stole a glance over her shoulder, but didn’t see anything at first—only the darkness of the shadows cast by the nearby trees.


  See? It’s nothing, she convinced herself again, scanning the empty space. When she looked over her shoulder this time, though, she noticed a thicker patch of black shadows in the middle of the rest. It shifted, moving closer to her. Angel’s breath caught in her throat. She took a step backward and it materialized into a dog the size of a small horse, eyes as red as rubies. It pulled its lips back into a snarl, showing its sharp, dagger-like teeth. She knew it wasn’t friendly. A small scream escaped her throat and turned to run, the only thing her body could think to do in the moment.


  She didn’t get far down the nearest alley before the beast appeared in front of her again—an angry, dark shadow of burning hatred. It charged at her, and although the beast had come from thin air, it weighed a ton tackling her to the ground. She shoved it, but was unable to push the massive hound off her chest before it ripped a chunk of flesh from her arm. Her own blood splattered across her face and chest, but she was powerless to fight back against the Hellhound. She hadn’t even had time to think of her pepper spray.


  Her punches seemed to go right through the beast. She screeched, squeezing her eyes shut, hoping the sound would draw attention and someone to help. The weight disappeared, and the voice whispered in her ear again.


  Three.


  Her eyes opened, darting everywhere—searching the alley for the one who had helped her. But again, she was alone. Her heart pounded hard once again as she stared at the chewed remains of her arm. She yelped at the sight of her own bone through the mauled muscle. Her lips parted, a wave of nausea climbing up her chest. She forced it back, holding her arm close to her as she whimpered and struggled to her feet.


  Angel felt dizzy going down the alley. Her hand pressed against the brick wall, keeping her up as she made her way to the opening. She gulped and leaned against the building, clutching her arm as blood poured to the ground. A woman coming down the street stopped short at the sight of her. Her hand flew to her mouth.


  “Oh, my God,” she gasped, staring her down. “What happened?”


  “P-please…call nine-one-one…I-I’m very hurt,” Angel rasped, struggling to stay conscious as she looked up at her.


  The woman didn’t argue as she reached into her pocket. Angel felt her vision wavering as the woman made the call. She slumped to the ground, praying she would not pass out—fearful of what might await her in the dark. The woman sat beside her, a hand on her shoulder. Her grip was tight, but Angel hardly noticed. The woman stayed until the ambulance arrived, whispering comforting words. At least, Angel assumed they were comforting. She didn’t hear most of them because her mind was elsewhere—on the eyes of the beast so similar in color to the blood leaking from her arm.


  Caught up in her delusion, she didn’t notice the emergency workers surrounding her. When she blinked, the woman was gone, replaced by a man named Tom, sitting beside her in the back of the emergency vehicle. She was strapped to a table but had no memory of being placed on it. Her wallet was in his hand, and he glanced at her driver’s license.


  “Your name is Angel?” he asked. From his tone, she guessed he had asked a handful of times, with no response.


  Angel managed a small nod.


  “Well, not a very happy birthday for you, huh?” he said, a small chuckle escaping his lips as he tucked the card back in place.


  No, she whispered. Closing her eyes, she finally succumbed to the loss of blood.


  ***


  WHEN SHE REGAINED consciousness, Angel couldn’t move a muscle. She might have thought she were dead had it not been for the blinding pain in her arm. She tried to swallow, but her throat was so dry, she nearly choked. Tears bubbled up in her eyes from the hitch in her breathing. When it cleared, a beeping sound filled her ears. Only, she couldn’t move her head to figure out what it was.


  What’s happening? she wondered.


  “Hand me the scalpel.”


  The voice cut through the rhythmic beeping and the odor of sterilized cleaners filled Angel’s nose. She felt a twinge of pain in her heart as she realized she was in the hospital. They were about to perform surgery on her arm. She tried to open her eyes, but they wouldn’t budge. She tried to open her mouth, but she couldn’t speak, either. A silent scream rang out in her mind, and then she felt it—the scalpel cutting away pieces of muscle out of her devastated flesh, ruined beyond repair. Wave after wave of pain rushed through her, like a kind of medieval torture. She tried to wiggle her fingers, to twitch any muscle to gain their attention, but for all her efforts, nothing happened.


  THE PAIN CONTINUED and she wished—nearly prayed for— death as she lay on the operating table in her own personalized Hell.


  Two, the voice floated through her mind. She was relieved to slip away from the pain and back into the blackness she awakened from thirty minutes before.


  ***


  ANGEL WOKE UP in a white room, so bright it blinded her with the color. Like before, the pain brought her back to life, so she knew she was still alive. This time, she could move—much to her relief. Glancing around, she saw she was in a cubicle in the emergency room. Her damaged arm was covered with soft white cloths. What exactly had the surgery done for her? She traced the IV line beside her to the bag of saline solution above her bed. Smacking her dry lips, she suddenly wished she had a cup of water.


  The thought of human interaction made her shiver, preventing her from pressing the button to call a nurse. She closed her eyes, trying to keep the memories at bay as her grasp on reality slackened.


  Mia.


  Angel’s faithful companion for a decade. The calico cat had seen Angel through the highest times of her life, so when she was up in her years, it was Angel’s turn to take care of her. Angel didn’t know how the feisty feline had slipped from the apartment, but when she saw she was gone, she went to search for her. Standing on the street, looking around, she spotted Mia on the other side of the road. She hurried to cross, desperate to catch her friend before something bad happened to her.


  One moment, she was on her feet. The next? She lay on the ground. She never saw the car, but she felt the point of impact in her hip where it shattered. Pain filled every inch of her body, and she didn’t hear the woman crouched beside her, waving her hands above Angel’s broken body as if she thought it might heal the girl. Her gaze focused on the sky as pressure tightened in her chest. Her peripheral vision blackened as a crowd gathered. Someone called out for nine-one-one, but she knew it didn’t matter—it was too late. Death was coming to claim her, but she was powerless to fight.


  Her sight shrunk to the size of a pinhead, as if she were falling down a well, before disappearing completely—her pain along with it. When she opened her eyes again, she felt an odd sense of freedom. The burden of her emotions and conscious had been lifted. She looked around the tiny room she found herself in. It was mostly covered in shadows, except for one spotlight illuminating a figure dressed in black.


  He sat in a padded red chair, his chin pointed down as he stared at the ground. She gasped and he looked up at her through steely gray eyes.


  “Greetings and salutations,” he murmured.


  Angel licked her lips. “W-what’s going on?” she whispered.


  “I’m here to make you a deal,” he answered, clasping his hands together, his elbows resting on his knees.


  “A-a deal?” she stuttered. Her face paled at the seriousness of her situation. “Y-you’re the devil! What could you possibly have to offer me?”


  “I prefer to be called Lucifer,” he stated simply, the hint of a smirk on his thin lips.


  She blinked and waited for him to continue, feeling her heart sink in her chest.


  “You can have your life back, however, you must bring me a soul in exchange.”


  "You mean, kill someone?” she scoffed, crossing her arms. “That’ll never happen. You might as well just take my soul now.”


  “On your next birthday,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard her, “you will be given five chances. For each time your birthday is acknowledged, you will lose a piece of your soul. If you give me a life before your soul is gone, I will return the pieces and you will be off the hook, scot-free. If the day passes and you still have pieces, but haven’t brought me a soul, I’ll let you slide until the year after that.”


  “What if I can’t do it?” she peeped, watching him stand to his feet. She bit so hard into her lip she drew a bead of blood. He smirked, stalking toward her in an almost sensual manner as he brought his face close. “Then you die,” he breathed, his lips brushing hers.


  Angel’s eyes flew open, and she shuddered. It was real—the voice—the warning. That meant three of her chances were already gone, and her birthday was only half-over. Who am I going to kill? she wondered. I can’t kill anyone.


  That thought brought a chuckle to the back of her mind. She knew it was his.


  Her hands felt clammy as she weighed her options. I need to get out of here, she decided. She needed to find a place to go, somewhere safe, until her nightmare was over.
She glanced around a few times before stopping herself. The last thing she needed was to encounter someone else. Ripping the IV from her arm, she wrapped the bed sheet around the wound and hurried to get dressed.


  Once the IV puncture stopped bleeding, she dashed from the room, cradling her mauled arm to her chest. Everyone stared as she dashed through the halls, into the lobby, and out the front door. Shouts sounded behind her, but she didn’t stop—it was too risky. She ran back to her apartment, ignoring Gerard, and bolted up the stairs. In her apartment, she went straight to her bed, pulling her knees up to her chest, dropping her face to her lap. Tears welled up in her eyes. How had her life come to this?


  I’m glad I didn’t check Facebook today. Angel scoffed. She still had two pieces left—she had to make them count.


  The phone in her pocket rang. Plucking it free, she frowned. The caller was her mother. Voicemail, she thought. If it’s important, she’ll leave a voicemail. Less than twenty seconds later, her phone lit up with a voicemail. Angel felt that sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach again. The decision should have been easy—ignore the voicemail until tomorrow. But what if it was an emergency?


  Her desire to know outweighed her fear, and she picked the phone up. Entering the passcode, she held the phone to her ear.


  “Hey, Angel. Since you never answer your phone, I wanted to tell you happy birth—”


  Angel rushed to hang up, but it wasn’t fast enough. She heard it.


  “No! No…no…” she whimpered, searching around for anything that could bring her harm. She didn’t hear the cracking of the chain that held up the shelf above her bed until it was too late. The heavy snow globe fell, striking her in the back of the skull before it shattered, embedding glass in the skin on her neck and shoulders. Angel screeched in pain, but managed to stay conscious as she crawled forward. She struggled to get off the bed and away from anything else that might fall on her.


  One, the voice echoed in her head.


  Angel's heart pounded as she struggled to stay on her feet. There was a knock on her door, and then the worst sound—it opened.


  “Angel! My God! Are you in here?” said Miranda—her friend and neighbor.


  I must’ve screamed, Angel realized in heart-wrenching defeat, her hand clutching the bed post.


  “I-I’m fine, just an accident,” Angel called, turning on her heels to search for an escape.


  “You need to go to the hospital,” Miranda insisted, appearing in the doorframe. She rushed to her side and poked hesitantly at the glass in the back of Angel’s neck. “This is bad!”


  “Please just go home,” Angel said, feeling her mouth run dry again.


  “I’m not gonna leave you alone in this condition on your birthday.”


  Angel’s mouth fell open as she stared at her friend. Thick tears formed in the corners of her eyes; she was out of time.


  “Angel? Angel, what’s wrong?” Miranda demanded, her hands gripping the tops of Angel’s arms.


  “I love you, Miranda, don’t ever change,” she choked, staring her friend in the eyes with the knowledge she wouldn’t be able to kill her.


  Not to save herself anyway.


  From the corner of her eye, she saw him. Standing in the entrance to her bedroom, smiling—gripping a knife in his hand.


  “I’m here to collect on my debt, darling,” he said, eyes shining as he crept.


  “No…no!” Angel shrieked, pulling herself from her friend’s grasp as she fell backward.


  “What? What is it?” Miranda demanded, her gaze darting around, unable to see the demon in the room.


  Lucifer did not stop his taunting strut. He stepped up to Angel, grasping her jaw in his free hand as the first of her tears leaked free.


  “Deep down, you knew it would come to this,” he whispered.


  Without warning, he pressed his lips to hers as his sword plunged through her heart. She grabbed at her chest and collapsed to the floor. What sounded like miles away, Miranda screamed—utterly confused by her friend’s fate.


  Angel never noticed, but Lucifer’s passing words swam in her mind as she lay dying on her bedroom floor in a pool of her own blood.


  Never make a deal with the devil unless you’re prepared to lose.


   


   


   


   


   


  We’re no different, you and I.


  



  I just wear my demons on the outside.


   


   


  




  The Limerick


  There was a mean girl at school


  Who everyone thought was so cool


  One push and she fell


  Through the gates of Hell


  To end the darkness of her rule


   


  THAT WAS ALL she wrote. Those were her final words. Clutching the tiny piece of paper in my hands, I sat in the wooden kitchen chair and cried in much the same way I had when I first found out. A year had passed since her trembling, distraught hand scrawled those words on this paper.


  The limerick hadn’t been addressed to anyone in particular. It hadn’t been signed from her, either. It didn’t need to be—I knew her handwriting. I remembered her disdain for poetry and thought it an ironic way for her to say goodbye. I couldn’t understand why her final words had been expressed in a limerick. I ran my fingers over it, remembering all I could of my sister.


  One year ago, she committed suicide.


  One year ago, I lost a part of myself.


  My sister was the happiest person I ever met; a girl shining with optimism. That is, until she reached high school. There she learned of the depths of people’s cruelty. She saw the nasty side of a human conscience. For a whole month, before she decided to take her own life, I remembered her coming home with tears on her face every day.


  Whenever I asked what was wrong, she would declare she was never going back to school, then stalk away to the solitude of her room—not to be seen again until the next day. I worried about her, but I knew pushing her to talk wouldn’t make the situation any better.


  I tried to be patient, picking rare moments to ask her questions that she might have considered “prying.” The first few times I tried to get words from her—to get her to talk about the pain making a home inside her—she had been too deep in her grief to even speak.


  A week before she died, she was more coherent; a lot easier to talk to. I began to understand the reason for her grief. Over that last week, I had found out about a cruel joke. Her old best friend, Bianca, had blossomed into a popular cheerleader at the start of her high school career.


  I was sad for what my sister went through, but happy that she opened up to me again. What I took for progress, I should’ve seen as a warning. I learned later on that she probably became vocal during those last few days on Earth because she already knew what she was going to do.


  Tears streaked my face again as I thought about that day. I regretted not being there for her when she truly needed me the most. It was the first night in a while that I had gone out with some friends. I hadn’t wanted to go, but my sister had been persistent that I should go anyways—to try and enjoy myself. Finally, she won. She was right too—I did wind up having a good time.


  Until I returned to a dark house.


  There were many reasons why it wasn’t right. The second I got home, I knew something was wrong. My sister was supposed to be home. If she was, the house would be lit up like a Christmas tree. She always left all the lights on when she was home alone—that was a habit of hers. Even during her depression, she kept light in her life.


  Tonight, was different.


  “Arianna?” I called, creeping through the darkened house.


  When I got no response, I panicked.


  “Arianna!” I called out again.


  Hearing no reply, I wasted no time in tossing my coat to the couch and racing up the stairs to her room. The door was cracked open a bit, but like downstairs, it was dark there as well.


  “Arianna!” I called out again as I stepped into her room.


  I flicked on the lights and flew into an emotional fit at the sight before me. She hung from her blue belt, tied to a rafter in the ceiling, her fingers and toes curled in a painful way. Her face was pale and still, with no signs of life. A single tear caressed her cheek. Not even death cured her sorrow.


  A few minutes later the cops arrived. I didn’t remember calling them as I wandered through the house in a grief-stricken trance. The red lights of their sirens sliced through the black night, making me feel like I was walking through the foregrounds of Hell.


  Two uniformed officers carried out the stretcher that held what remained of my sister on it. A thin, white sheet lay over top in a pointless attempt at covering her face.


  The sight was already engraved in my mind.


  I forced myself to not follow it out to the coroner’s van. I sat like a zombie in the kitchen chair. None of the officers seemed to notice me. Finally, one did. He approached me and handed me the tiny paper with her final words.


  There was a mean girl at school


  Who everyone thought was so cool


  One push and she fell


  Through the gates of Hell


  To end the darkness of her rule


  Over the next few days, I scrutinized that paper, absorbing each word it had to offer. I tried my best to decipher its meaning. Every drop of ink on the page was precious. No matter how many times I read it, I couldn’t figure out why she had done it. I couldn’t understand why she chose to end her life.


  Another cop came to visit me not long after Arianna’s funeral. I was surprised to hear her old friend Bianca had been reported missing. After he left, I read the note one more time; the hardest time yet.


  The gears in my brain clicked into place. Arianna had taken more lives than just her own.


   


   


   


   


   


  I want to be a beautiful corpse.


   


   


  




  The Nightlock Woods


  A STRUGGLE. SHE wasn’t sure when her life had become a mad struggle for survival.


  “Don’t stray off the path!”


  Her mother’s voice pleaded in the back of her mind. It seemed oddly insignificant now. She struggled to remember what had drawn her off the road. Was it a bunny, or a deer? She strained to recall what fleeting thing may well have cost her life.


  She tore through the woods, branches scratching her face, arms, and neck. A few of them drew blood. The hot liquid mixed with the sweat that had already collected on her skin. She hardly noticed the sting, though.


  Her mind was elsewhere—focused on the pain in her lungs. They struggled to take in the hot, unsatisfying air around her. She knew that her body couldn’t continue at that pace. The thought made her mind cloud with panic. She knew that panic would seal her doom, yet still—it swirled in her thoughts and shortened her breath. She couldn’t come up with a plan to escape. In that moment, she couldn’t even remember her own name. The only thing she was certain of was the crashing sound that grew closer with each passing second. The creature was closing in, and she was no closer to escape than she had been ten minutes ago. Despite her desperate footsteps, the creature was faster.


  If only I had the sense to listen to my mother, she thought.


  The Nightlock woods were dangerous—not to be walked alone. Everyone within one hundred miles of the desolate place knew of the number of people who went missing here every year.


  Why’d you let me leave, Mommy?


  The thought made her giggle. She hadn’t called her mother that since she was four. The creature behind her roared, pulling her back to the reality that seemed far away. She leaped over a fallen log, but when her feet hit the ground, she knew that she was in trouble.


  She screamed, her ankle giving out under her weight. That was all it took. She toppled to the ground as she lost her balance, hitting the ground with a heavy thud. There she lay, amongst the twigs and leaves—stunned.


  The forest seemed to move around her. She stared up at the path ahead as the foliage seemed to dance—mocking her. She felt sick to her stomach, on the verge of passing out.


  Lydia, I do believe my name is Lydia, she thought. She sounded crazy, even to herself. The monster crashed through the opening a moment before she slipped into unconsciousness. She heard the music first—old records her mom played constantly, as if to silently insist that they were important. When she opened her eyes, she was home.


  Lydia was afraid to look around—wary that the scene was only a mirage created by her overheated mind. She listened for signs of the creature that had chased her, but that seemed so far away now. She strained to hear any signs of life beside her own. Over the music, she could hear voices coming from the kitchen.


  Lydia stood and slowly made her way to them on unsteady legs. She peeked around the corner to see her mother and brother, Chase, standing there talking. They hadn’t noticed her yet, but they didn’t need to. Lydia ran up to her mother and wrapped her arms tightly around her hips.


  “I missed you, Mom,” she said.


  “I didn’t realize you left,” she said in surprise, placing a gentle hand on her back. Lydia drew back in surprise. She couldn’t feel the comfort of her mother’s gesture. “But, Mom, you warned me about the Nightlock Woods. Y-you didn’t want me to go, but I did anyways and then I got lost. Some creature chased me.”


  “That sounds like one hell of a dream,” Chase said.


  “I’m just glad it’s over,” Lydia whispered, turning back toward the other room. She gasped, coming face to face with the creature. It was in her house. How was it in her house? She stared in horror, taking in its otherworldly aspects. It stood on two feet, with two more raised in front of it. Its arms were long and sharp, like some kind of bug. Its elongated head had a shell, making it almost impossible to seek out its eyes. Its body was long and ruffled with a strange armor that covered its body.


  Lydia screamed, and when she opened her eyes she was back in the field.


  It was just a dream, she thought.


  Looking around, she noticed she had landed among dark plants with sharp leaves. Nightshade. She was lying in nightshade. She heard a horrendous growl behind her and risked a glance over her shoulder. It was the terrible creature from her dream, again—standing over her, drool was leaking from a crack in its armor that had to be its mouth.


  If she didn’t do something fast, she would be just another victim of the Nightlock Woods. Well, here goes nothing, she thought, gathering a handful of the deadly plant, the tips digging a bit into the skin on her palms.


   


   


   


   


   


  I love the serenity of three A.M.


  



  When everyone else is asleep and I can pretend—just for a while—that I rule the world.


   


   


  




  Savior


  I SAT IN the corner, staring up at the man before me. His face was veiled by the shadows, making it impossible to make out any definite features. Hunched over a table, fingers to his lips, she watched him chew precariously on his fingernails. His eyes stared ahead, though he seemed to register nothing in the room.


  I wondered what he was thinking about.


  The clock hanging from the nearby wall ticked. I could hear every second pass by. I blinked, still staring at him. I wanted to talk to the man who had saved my life, but my mind was void of anything to say.


  It was obvious what I should say—I should thank him. But, I couldn’t. My tongue was tied, a mess of stutters and mumbles.


  Tick, tick, tick—the clock duly reminded me that another minute had passed by. I thought of the world outside—the one that had been destroyed.


  I couldn’t help but wonder where he had come from and how he was able to act fast enough to save my life. All I could do was freeze in the moment that really mattered.


  “You know what those things are, don’t you?” he asked me, breaking the stronghold of silence.


  I jumped. His voice was raspy, as though he hadn’t had anything to drink in days. My heart pounded, but I tried to coax my own voice into coming out.


  “They’re zombies,” I mumbled.


  He nodded. “Then you know that they would’ve wasted no time in ripping you to pieces. What were you thinking, just staring at them like that?”


  “I-I just-”


  I stumbled over my words again. My brain raced far too fast for me to keep up.


  “You, what?”


  I pursed my lips, finally finding the words.


  “That was the first time I’ve seen one,” I admitted.


  He fell silent. Straightening his back, he moved a few steps closer to me.


  “It would’ve been the last time too,” he scoffed. “How is it possible you’ve never seen one before?”


  “Once the outbreak happened, my sister never let me outside. S-she protected us…and got food… so I didn’t have to.”


  “Then what where you doing in that alley by yourself?” he asked.


  “Looking for her! She hasn’t come home in two days,” I wailed. My shock was wearing off. Grief seemed to find its way to the front of my mind, and the memories from before my encounter with the zombies flooded back to my mind.


  “Then I have news: she’s dead,” he announced.


  He bent closer to me, a sliver of light from the boarded window illuminating his face. It was the first time I had seen it. He had a strong face with deep set eyes and a five-o-clock shadow. From the way his silver blonde hair hung in his sapphire blue eyes, I knew he was about my age.


  “No, I need to find her,” I argued.


  He shook his head. “If you go out there alone, then you’ll be killed. I didn’t save your life for you to throw it away.”


  Anger rose in the back of my throat. My sister was the only person I had left in the world—the only one I had to hold onto. And this stranger had the audacity to tell me to not go after her?


  “I didn’t ask you to save me,” I snapped.


  “I wasn’t about to watch another person die,” he retorted.


  I searched his face, anger on the tip of my tongue, poised to attack. My eyes locked onto his. He had saved my life. My heart softened, noticing how worried his eyes looked. The realization hit me that he had lost loved ones as well.


  I sighed. “Look,” I said, guilt chewing me up inside. “I appreciate what you did for me. If my sister is still alive, I bet she would appreciate someone doing the same for her. But I really do need to find out what happened to her.”


  “Then I’m going with you,” he replied.


  I was stunned. “What?”


  “You heard me,” he said. “I’m going with you.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  “I’m not gonna let you go alone,” he said. “Besides, there’s nothing left for me here.”


  My eyes narrowed. “No offense, or anything, but I don’t know you.”


  “It’s understandable if you don’t trust me, but believe me when I say that living in this world is hard alone. If we watch each other’s backs, we’ll be okay.”


  I swallowed hard. Taking in his words, I knew perfectly well that he had a point. I knew that if he hadn’t saved my life, I would be dead. I was too feeble to defend myself, and if I wanted to live long enough to figure out what happened to my sister, I would need help.


  I met his eyes. “Okay.”


  He smiled, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. “I had a feeling we’d be fast friends.”


   


   


   


   


   


  Smile to hide the darkness of your thoughts.


   


   


  




  Revenge


  THE RAIN POURED down as I wandered the dark back alleys of the city. I had been warned not to walk them many times, but I knew well enough on my own. It wasn’t too far from here that my sister’s mutilated body had been found in a gutter. They never discovered her killer, and the case quickly grew cold.


  She hadn’t been the only one to fall victim to the cruel hands of the twisted mind roaming these streets late at night. She was one in ten, but I wasn’t worried about my safety.


  I was too perplexed—too desperate for answers. Why was my sister so maliciously slaughtered? I wanted to put away the monster who had stolen her from me. I came here every single night, and left the way I came: unsatisfied.


  Tonight was like any other, except for the pouring rain. My hood was up over my face, but the rain soaked through all the way to my scalp. I was nearly frozen, but my mind was preoccupied as I wandered on the edge of the sidewalk. Lights filled the alley. I turned only to see a car pass by, splashing me with water from head to toe. Stunned, I gasped at the cold. Part of me felt like it was time to go home.


  I headed back the way I had come, turning into another alley. It was enclosed, and the darkness surrounded me. I didn’t mind—at least the rain was off of me for a little while. I knew this one was probably the most dangerous to walk alone at night, but I didn’t let that thought settle in. I focused on the light at the very end. It was a short walk regardless.


  Footsteps echoed along the corridor behind me. I tensed, realizing that they weren’t my own. Picking up my pace, I was convinced that the sound was just in my imagination. But then, they sounded again. Chills ran down my spine. Intuition told me that the sound was real. I was halfway through the tunnel, close to the night beyond, but still too deep within it to get help if I needed it. The footsteps were too loud now; the sound pounded in my ears.


  Finally, I had enough. I spun around, my eyes widening when I caught sight of the shadowy figure behind me. The light glinted off of the intricate knife it held. My intuition was right.


  Fight or flight? My senses were quick to kick into action. In the darkness, it was hard to gauge his size, or the strength that his form held. I decided to run, making it out to the light beyond the alley. The rain poured even harder as he joined me outside.


  In the moonlight, I could see the details of his face. Shaggy blonde hair stuck to the sides of his ivory face. He sneered at me through dark eyes that focused on me like a hawk.


  Obviously, he thought the battle was over. I had stopping running for a reason. The knife in his hands looked so familiar. A specialized dagger—with a blade hooked like an eagle’s talon. It left special marks—something like ritualistic markings, the police had said.


  I knew who he was. This monster, in the guise of a man, killed my sister. My fear left me, replaced with disbelief and a vengeance that could only be satisfied with blood. I stood my ground as he approached me, carefully noting his every movement as I planned how to take him down.


  I exposed my teeth, my lips twisting into a smile. I lunged at him, grabbing the wrist that clutched the knife as I thrust my knee into his stomach. The look of surprise on his face gave me extra motivation. He grunted, the wind knocked out of him, but he wasn’t deterred.


  He slashed at me with the knife, but I dodged it, stepping backwards. My heel hit the curb at an awkward angle, and I lost my balance, tumbling backwards into the gutter. The water soaked me right through, as I watched him approach me again.


  He took advantage of my fall and crouched above me, the curved dagger ready to plunge into my throat. Lifting my hand, I hit him first—in the throat. He gasped at the pain, but again, the knife didn’t waver. I growled, part of me beginning to worry that, perhaps, I couldn’t win.


  Recovering from the blow, he looked even angrier than he had at the start of the attack. I stared back, searching for another weakness. His throat and nose were my primary targets. He took a moment to recover from the first hit. With a little bit more force, I could crush his windpipe. He knew nothing of my thoughts—he merely assumed that he had won as he drew back the knife to sink it in my skin.


  I pulled my fist back and punched him harder in the throat. He coughed, losing his grip on the knife as he staggered backwards. It clanged to the rain-soaked ground beside us. With my leg, I kicked him in the stomach, and rushed for the handle.


  I picked it up and towered over him, stabbing the knife through his flesh over and over again. The sound of the blade squelching through his flesh was horrible. I heard every vein, ligament, and muscle tear, as it plunged through to the bone. I didn’t stop even once, though, remembering all the things he had done to many innocent girls. He deserved all of the pain that I inflicted.


  Gasping in pain, blood oozed from his wounds. He twitched and groaned in agony, but I showed no mercy as I finished him off. One last stab in the heart, and he went still forever.


  Panting, I stood to my feet and watched the rain wash his blood away into the darkness from where he had come.


   


   


   


   


   


  If it is spoken in whispers now, that’s because the world has worn out its voice screaming about it in the past.


   


   


  




  Mercy


  UNKNOWN TO HUMANS,  there was once a land that homed the highest of the Gods. Athena, Zeus, Poseidon, and Persephone were among the most well-known of them all. The land was beautiful, studded with a perfection the human realm would never know. The water was always the clearest shade of blue, and the foliage was always crisp and green, never destroyed by changing seasons. None of those things affected the land of the Gods—also known as Paradise.


  Paradise was perfect—for some of the Gods.


  What went unknown was the fact that Gods didn’t only rule over the humans. They ruled over each other as well. Their worshippers on Earth were unaware that even their mighty Gods had slaves—other powerful beings who they deemed not as worthy as themselves eons before.


  Eye contact between these slaves and the Gods was strictly forbidden, punishable by death.


  Every God who was declared a slave was born into it. Rules for their lowly lives were beat into them from their moment of creation. One of these unfortunate beings was a nymph by the name of Mercy. She was quiet, a slave under the control of Poseidon. She groveled at the feet of the mighty Gods, doing every task thrown her way. Aware of the eye contact rule, she made it her life’s mission to never expose her face to those who ruled above her.


  It was Mercy’s job to fetch the Gods their daily food. Their tastes would change every day, longing for exotic things that were increasingly hard to find. Mercy never complained about the ridiculous missions she was sent on, and she never voiced a single ill thought toward those who ruled above her. No matter what she was sent to do, she did it.


  Today, she was to care for Persephone. She knew from experience that she was one of the hardest gods to please. Mercy carefully combed her long, dark black hair over her face as she prepared to approach the goddess. The beautiful girl turned to her with a grunt.


  Mercy was nervous, but tried not to show it as she spoke. “What can I get for you today, madam?”


  “I’d like a silverheart fruit,” she said, extending her hand to study her nails.


  Mercy dipped her head and turned away without a word, to begin her mission. When she moved out of earshot, she vented her frustration. The silverheart was one of the rarest fruit that Paradise had to offer. Only one plant bore that fruit, located on a tiny island miles out into the ocean.


  Mercy prepared for the long journey and plunged into the water. By the time she reached the island, she was exhausted. Stumbling ashore, it took her the better part of an hour to finally locate the plant. When she did, she was glad to see that it had borne just one ripe, rounded fruit. Its silver skin glinted in the morning light.


  Mercy let out a sigh of relief as she plucked it from its cradle. Tucking it away into the folds of her dress, she set out on the long swim back to Persephone. She arrived back on the mainland around noon. Wiping her wet locks out of her face, she tried to calm her frantic breathing. She was on the verge of collapse, but still determined as ever to complete her mission.


  As she neared the area of the mighty gods, she swept her locks of dark hair back over her face once more. With cautious steps, she approached Persephone, falling to her knees as she offered the silverheart to the goddess. Persephone’s long fingers plucked it from her palm. She studied it for a long moment.


  “Is something wrong, madam?” Mercy whispered.


  “You didn’t leave the stem on it,” she said tossing the silverheart to the ground without a second thought. “Go get me another one.”


  Mercy was speechless. She watched the goddess step on the fruit that had taken her countless hours to retrieve. Persephone had destroyed the object of her labors in less than a minute. Rage brewed within her; she knew that she wouldn’t be able to swallow it down this time. Pushing her hair from her eyes, she raised her eyes to stare Persephone down.


  “That was the last one!” she growled, glaring at the goddess. Persephone froze. At first, Mercy thought she was in shock. But then she realized that the goddess was no longer fleshy and human—she had been turned to stone and sent to Hades, who waited in the underworld.


  Mercy was shocked at what she had done, and aware—despite their silence—that the other Gods had witnessed what she had done. Finally, it was Poseidon’s voice that broke the silence.


  “No one told us she was the spawn of Medusa!” he bellowed.


  “She must be executed!” Zeus announced.


  Before Mercy could argue, her hair was thrown over her eyes, and she was dragged away from the stone goddess she had created. Zeus’ powerful thundering rang in her ears as he carried her away from the scene. She tried to plead with the mighty Gods, but not one of them would hear her out. Minutes later, she realized he had taken her to the same island that held the silverheart fruit. Her hands were bound above her head, her thick hair still matted over her eyes.


  Despite being unable to see, she knew that Zeus, Athena, and Poseidon surrounded her.


  “Clear her eyes,” Athena’s voice commanded.


  With her vision restored, Mercy stared right into the eyes of her mother’s head. She felt her body slowly being turned to stone as Poseidon summoned a massive storm to cover everything but her bound hands.


   


   


   


   


   


  Of course, history has a way of repeating itself.


  



  Rather than learning from the mistakes of people past, we find ourselves making the same decisions and hoping for a different outcome—true insanity.


   


   


  




  Piano Man


  MANY STORIES SURROUND the old Johnson house. It was abandoned years before anyone I knew moved into the houses around it. It was creepy—all two stories with shingles and roofing that had begun to rot away. Boards were nailed over all the windows. The lawn, which I imagine was well taken care of at one point, was now an overgrown mess. The wooden porch had a large hole in it. Perhaps whoever had lived there decided to set a trap to keep people from coming in—or going out.


  Some thought the former residents had been killed, though their bodies were never discovered. Others thought they simply moved away. No matter what ideas people had, they all agreed on one thing: the Johnson place was haunted.


  No one argued about that.


  Anyone who lived on the same block of Oak Street had seen the signs: the candle light flickering in the living room; the creaking noises late at night, as if people moved around inside. Some claimed to have heard someone playing a piano in the early hours of the morning.


  I believed every word that I heard about the old place. Not because I was gullible, though. My gut alerted me to something strange every time I passed that house. So even when the high school bully, Lance, dared me to go inside, I flatly refused.


  “Adria’s a chicken!” he laughed, a huge smile on his face.


  I shrugged. “I know better than to go in there. Haven’t you heard the stories?”


  “You believe all that crap?” he spat. “About the ghosts?”


  “Yeah, why not? The whole town does. Besides, I’ve seen the signs,” I argued, folding my arms over my chest.


  “Pfft, what signs?” he scoffed.


  “I’ve seen the candlelight, heard the noises,” I explained.


  He clicked his tongue. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll bet all of my money that it’s just in your crazy head.”


  “You don’t have any money,” I sneered. “But if you did, you would lose it all on that bet.”


  “Is that so?” he raised an eyebrow.


  I lifted my chin as I met his gaze. “Yes, it is.”


  “How about we make good on this little bet?”


  “If that’s supposed to be a challenge, I’m not changing my mind. I’m not going in there,” I said.


  He shrugged. “That doesn’t stop me from doing it, if it’ll prove a point to you.”


  I looked at him, wide-eyed. “You can’t be serious!”


  “Serious as ever, love,” he said. “When I prove that this place isn’t haunted, I get to mock you to the rest of the school for this entire year.”


  “Go ahead, you would anyway. Most would agree that I made the right choice here,” I persisted.


  “Ugh.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m going in. I’ll show you how it’s done, princess,” he snarled. My eyes narrowed, but I said nothing more as he turned to head down the single strip of sidewalk that led to the porch of the Johnson’s house.


  “Wait! What if something happens?” I called after him.


  He laughed over his shoulder. “If something happens, call Ghostbusters.”


  I hated him.


  I really did. Part of me was tempted to leave him alone to face whatever horrors the old house had in store. I frowned. Even though I didn’t like him, I knew I couldn’t live with myself if something bad happened.


  I watched, feeling torn, as he stepped onto the porch. He eyed the hole in the boards warily before he set his hand on the doorknob. The old door pushed open with a creak. I gulped as he disappeared inside.


  “Oh, God! Adria! Help!” I heard him yelp. My heart thumped in my chest. Without a thought, I bounded down the strip of sidewalk and into the house.


  “Where are you?” I howled, looking around.


  The house was too dark to see anything. I searched the whole room before I realized that he was nowhere in sight.


  “Hello?” I squeaked, feeling my fear choking me.


  “Boo! I’m gonna eat you!” a voice cried, as a pair of hands grabbed my shoulders and pulled me backwards into the shadows.


  The door slammed, submerging me in the blackness of the house. I screamed; my heart on the verge of exploding. Then I heard laughter. Heat rushed to my cheeks, along with a bitter mix of humiliation and terror. It was only Lance.


  “Oh. My. God,” he wheezed, between spurts of laughter. “The look on your face was to die for.”


  “Well, you might! That was not funny!”


  “You didn’t see it from my end,” he said, wiping at his eyes.


  I huffed and turned away from him, ready to head back out. That’s when I heard it—the notes of a piano coming from the depths of the house. His laughter stopped as he looked at me. I knew he heard it too.


  “What’s that sound?” he asked.


  “A piano,” I breathed, peering into the darkness.


  “Okay, how are you doing that?” he asked, looking unamused.


  “I’m standing right here, moron. How could I be doing that?” I hissed. “We should leave.”


  “Scared?” he asked.


  I nodded. “Just a bit.”


  “I don’t know how you’re doing this, but you’re good.” He shook his head. With that said, he began to wander into the darkness.


  “That’s not me!” I cried, left with no choice but to follow him.


  “It sounds like it’s coming from this way,” he spoke from the shadows up ahead.


  “Which way?”


  He didn’t respond.


  “Which way?” I asked again.


  Still no reply.


  A frown crossed my face. “If you’re trying to play another prank on me… this really isn’t funny, you know.”


  I waited for movement, a response—anything to confirm his presence. Nothing.


  “This really isn’t funny!” I called out again.


  The soft sound of the piano spiraled in from the silence to greet me. I felt my heart quicken, like a jackhammer in my chest. I didn’t know where Lance had gone, but my gut told that it was time to get out. I turned to head back the way I had come, but blackness surrounded me on all sides. Horrified, I realized that I couldn’t tell which way I had come from. Panic filled me from head to toe.


  Stay calm, I told myself.


  It didn’t work. The sound of the piano only grew louder. I sped up, my fingers tracing the wall as I tried to find the door. My fingers brushed a door frame. Relieved, I was glad that I had found the way out. Then I rounded the corner.


  A tiny bit of light filtered into the room from between the cracks in the boards on the window. A piano sat there. It was beautiful—no cracks, dents, or cobwebs. Had I not known any better, I would’ve thought it was brand new.


  But, that wasn’t what caught my attention.


  The man sitting at it did.


  Cloaked in black from head to toe, he had slick black hair to match. His long, delicate, pale fingers curved to each key as he played his beautiful music. I heard him play as if he were playing my own life with melodies as sweet as memories.


  Then, he stopped.


  Very slowly, he turned to look at me.


  Then, I knew that the rumors about the old house were true.


   


   


   


   


   


  Never stick your nose where it doesn’t belong—it might get chopped off.


   


   


  




  Purple


  A SIMPLE WALK through the woods.


  That was how our adventure started, but the future is a tricky thing to plan for. Though in our hearts and minds we decided to go back home when we were finished, fate thought differently. The voice that lured us off of the trail should’ve aroused our suspicions, rather than curiosity.


  But, of course—we were young and stupid.


  I walked that trail literally hundreds of times in my life. I usually brought my sister, Violet, along with me for company. This time was no different. She followed behind me, her eyes wide with curiosity as she observed everything along the way.


  Though she knew every tree, rock, and shrub by heart, she never failed to find amazement and beauty in all the little things. We were the same age, but had drastically different personalities. I envied her childlike wonder, something I lost long ago.


  I heard her giggle and turned to see her holding out her hand as a butterfly danced across her open fingers. Her smile was wide enough to show her teeth, and her moon-like eyes focused on the tiny creature before her. To her, the butterfly was the only thing that existed in that moment. She saw the beauty in its life, unlike most people.


  “Where do you think butterflies go to sleep?” she asked, watching it fly away.


  I caught a glimpse of its yellow wings gliding through the trees before I replied.


  “Somewhere sunny, probably.”


  “Help!” a shriek sounded through the woods. The tone of it was made my blood run cold. I glanced at Violet, and the look on her face was enough for me to know that she heard it too.


  “Was that a person?”


  I swallowed hard. “I think so.”


  “What do we do?” she asked.


  “Help!” the voice called again, more demanding this time.


  “There could be a lot of danger,” I cautioned.


  Violet shook her head. “We have to try!”


  I stared at her for a moment, wondering how she could mix childlike innocence and adult seriousness in the same mind.


  “Okay,” I said, “but I will lead the way.”


  Violet didn’t argue. I took a few steps into the foliage, away from the safety of the trail.


  “We’ll be able to find our way back, right?” she whispered.


  My mind was too distracted to hear her. I was focused on the upcoming danger we would soon face. Was it an animal that could hear us coming, or something else?


  “Help!” the voice urged us onwards.


  We pushed our way through the brush and finally approached another clearing. Violet pushed ahead of me, despite my protests.


  “It’s empty,” she said, stepping carefully across the grass. “Where’s the girl?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Maybe she went deeper into the forest.”


  Violet took another step forward, and that’s when I saw the carefully placed layer of twigs that covered the ground.


  “Violet, wait!” I called out. Her foot slid through the leaves to the pit below. She screamed as she fell into it.


  “Violet!” I screeched, rushing from the safety of the trees to the edge of the hole. I tried to peer inside to catch a glimpse of her, but it was too dark to see a thing.


  “Are you okay?” I called.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” her tiny voice replied after a long moment.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “No.”


  Relief flooded through me. “Hold on, I’ll go get you help.”


  That’s when I remembered that we had left the safety of the trail. I stood up slowly, as I glanced once around the clearing. I had no idea how far away we had traveled in search of that voice.


  “Hey! There’s a cave!” Violet called. “I wonder where it leads!”


  “Violet! Don’t go in there, you don’t know where it leads,” I warned.


  “But it might be my only way out,” she said, “since we’re lost and all.”


  I frowned. She was right.


  I sighed in defeat.


  “Okay, hang on, I’m coming down.”


  Violet was silent as I swung my legs over the edge of the abyss and watched the darkness swallow them up. I took a deep breath and held it as I forced my weight to carry me down the dirty slope. I hit the bottom with a thud, groaning from the pain in my tailbone as I stood up.


  “Are you alright?” Violet asked.


  “Yeah, just a rough landing. Where’s the cave?”


  “Behind you.”


  I turned to see the faint glow of a light far away. It looked like fire, and I wondered where it would lead.


  “Maybe it leads to Wonderland!”


  I laughed. “Let’s just hope it’s a way out.”


  “Wonderland would be good.”


  I didn’t respond to that as I began to walk towards the cave. In the darkness, I felt for her hand, grasping it tightly. Together, we made our way toward it. The walls seemed to grow smaller and smaller the longer we traveled.


  “It’s getting hard to breathe,” Violet complained.


  “I know,” I cooed, as we took another step forward.


  An unearthly screeched from up ahead. We ducked into the shadows, only to see that the cave opened into a dimly lit cavern. Tiny troll-like creatures climbed the walls. Their eyes glowed red as they peered around.


  “What are those?” Violet asked, mesmerized. She jerked her hand away and sprang from the shadows. All at once, the creatures turned to look at her. Curiosity killed the cat.


   


   


   


   


   


  When we force something to fit where it doesn't belong, it breaks.


  



  When surrounded by people who can't appreciate our beauty, humans do the same.


   


   


  




  Various Drabbles


   


  A drabble is a short story written in 100 words or less.


   


  




  Live Autopsy


   


  The mortician heard the thumps and groans from the other room, but ignored it, continuing his search for scalpels in the supply closet. Finally grasping them in his hand, he crossed the building—ready to face his new, noisy assistant, and to see what he had been up to in since he left. As he set foot into the morgue, the sounds stopped.


  "Were we done with the autopsy?" he called out, looking at the empty table. Bloody footsteps formed a trail from the table to the open door—and his assistant was gone.


   


  




  Stunted 


   


  The hundred-year-old oak tree was the oldest plant in my garden—not to mention, the biggest. I gave it less care than my other plants, but every day it increased in size. It wasn’t long before one of its massive roots churned through my garden, and I had to redesign. I resolved to try again, on a different plot of land—as far away from the oak tree as I could go. Gathering my gardening supplies in my hand, I opened the door…only to realize that the oak’s roots had sealed off my only way of escape.


   


  




  Portrait 


   


  I hated the painting from the moment my roommate hung it up. It was of an old woman, and looked like one of those pictures where the eyes would follow you across the room the moment you turned your back.


  “You’ve watched too many horror movies,” she said when I tried to voice my complaints. She wasn’t home as often as I was—just like tonight. I rolled my eyes at the painting and retreated to my room. I heard a thump from downstairs. Rushing back down, past the painting, I realized the woman was gone.


   


  




  Traffic Barrels


   


  It was that time of year again; I couldn’t drive without coming across those blasted orange-and-white traffic barrels. They lined the highway like ugly flowers. Whenever I saw them, it was bound to be a bad day. They had the same effect on everyone else too—when they appeared, the traffic became as hellish as their attitudes. It took five detours to drive to work one day, and something close to seven on another.


  At the sight of another traffic jam, I slammed my head into the steering wheel. What a nightmare.


   


  




  The Gift


   


  The gaudy dress was a gift—I never thought it would’ve been taken as an insult, though it was obvious I hadn’t put thought into what to give her. The ugly gown started the fight, but I wasn’t sure exactly when it ended. It was a few hours later that I found myself sitting on the lawn, surrounded by my belongings. That was as good of an


  end as any.


  Life’s funny like that, it can change at the drop of a hat, I thought, glancing at the baseball cap beside me. Literally.


   


  




  Old Friends


   


  “Don’t argue, you have to leave now,” the bodyguard said, folding his arms across his chest to exaggerate his point.


  I sighed, knowing I wouldn’t win. Stealing one last glance over his shoulder, I peered at the table inside. My friend sat at the head, hosting the event I would’ve been an essential part of years ago. I


  knew we were steadily drifting apart, but it wasn’t until this particular moment that I noticed. I turned away, feeling reserved. It’s odd how people who meant so much to each other could


  become such strangers.


   


  




  Too Old


   


  The war was heavy—the battlefront reached the castle in a matter of days. The Supreme cast down her hat as she looked out through the bay window overlooking the great yard outside. She saw the enemy coming, and knew what it meant—her apprentice was killed in the battle. Time was a thing she could not afford to waste. With him slain, she would never have the chance to pass her knowledge to another deserving soul.


  “I’m too old to start again,” she whispered, holding her ground as she watched the people who would cause her death approaching.


   


  




  Killer


   


  “Is there something you want to tell me, son?” my father asked, crouching beside the bloody squirrel, I was sure I had hidden.


  “No, nothing at all,” I said, shifting my gaze.


  I felt his scorching glare resting on the side of my head. Lies wouldn’t help me out of this situation, and they wouldn’t make it any easier to accept the fact I had urges—urges that could only be satisfied with blood. He knew the truth too—that much was obvious—but he would never get me to admit it out loud.


   


  




  One and Done


   


  “Promise me you’ll look after yourself,” he said, hand on my shoulder as his eyes gazed into mine.


  I knew what that look meant—he was leaving. He was going to die.


  “You don’t have to do this,” I whispered.


  He offered me a smile as he pulled his hand away. That was all I got before he dashed from our hiding place into the heart of the battle. I watched on, dumbstruck and in horror.


  Though my heart wanted to follow him, my brain knew it would only result in both of our deaths.


   


  




   Escaped


   


  The guard twirled his keys, whistling a jaunty tune on his way to the dungeons. It was his turn to make the lap, checking on the more dangerous prisoners that were separated from the mainstream ones on the ground level.


  A task others found daunting, he found exhilarating.


  The thought of danger made him feel alive.


  He crept through the darkness of the holding area, vaguely picking up the shapes of the men inside each cell. He reached the last one—and found it empty. With fumbling fingers, he grabbed his radio.


  “Sir, he’s escaped.”


   


  




  Babysitting Duties


   


  “Move away from the door and let me at him,” he snarled, balling his hands into fists. I sighed. A fight—things always seemed to end in a fight around here.


  “I will not do that,” I barked. “It’s my job to keep you idiots from tearing each other apart.”


  “Uh, you’re just saying that because you know I’d win.”


  I hold my hands to my temples. When I agreed to help organize the King’s royal men, I didn’t know that part of my job would include babysitting men years older than me.


   


  




  Tattoo


   


  “Don’t get a tattoo of his name.”


  The warning had come from many people’s mouths in


  the short period of time during my sixteenth birthday.


  Naturally, I was inclined to ignore them.


  Ten years later, I sat at my kitchen table, staring at the bright red mark on my arm with passionate hatred. I frowned at it—


  mushing the skin with my fingers—wishing it would


  disappear. It was hard enough to live this life, but I would forever carry the reminder that he was no longer alive to share it with me.


   


  




  Polaroid


   


  I gripped the old photograph tightly in my hands. I didn’t remember taking it, and I didn’t think anyone else had either.


  Yet, here it was.


  A picture from ten years ago—the day my husband was taken from me. The picture immortalized the image of me collapsed in grief at the news of his death. As far as I knew, the man who told me hadn’t had a camera on him.


  Who had taken it, and why had they waited so long to send it to me?


  I tossed it down just as I heard footsteps echo down the empty hallway.


   


  




  It’s Over Now


   


  Roslyn collapsed to her knees beside the gory remains of the person had once been her best friend. Tears soaked her face, her hands hovering helplessly over his bloody shirt—there was nothing more she could do.


  She heard footsteps. Looking up, her friend Jace stretched out his hand, helping her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her trembling form.


  “You’re okay now,” he whispered in her ear.


  She felt the cold steel of the knife a moment too late, as he thrust it between her shoulder blades.


  “It’s over now.”


   


  




  Torture


   


  Caitlin shivered, folding her arms across her chest. She wandered down the cold alleyway, limping as she tried to make her way to freedom. Water dripped from the entrance—a welcoming sound as she forced her broken body to work.


  “Caitlin!” a male voice called after her. It had an eerie sing-song ring to it. She felt the tears bubble in her eyes as she tripped over her feet and stumbled into the wall. The sound of his voice brought the image of a dark room littered with broken bones back to her mind.


   


  




  One More Murder


   


  I sat in the shadows beyond the entrance of the bar, waiting for anyone to stumble outside.


  I could hear the laughter from within—they thought they were safe. The Late Night Killer had been captured—or so they thought—and all their fears were put to rest. I laughed to myself, blowing smoke into the air as I crushed my cigarette beneath my boot.


  They were wrong. They weren’t safe, not yet.


  There would be one more murder—one more life taken from this town before I ditched my bloody hobby for good.


   


  




  Demons


   


  I couldn’t move. The demon sat on my chest, draining me of my very life energy. My heart pounded hard. Staring into its black eyes, I couldn’t do a thing but gasp for air, my eyes clamping shut.


  When they opened again, the demon was gone.


  Night terrors. They were only night terrors.


  I wasn’t convinced.


  That night, I abandoned the bed as I hid in the closet and waited. At the break of dawn, the ugly monster from my dreams dropped from the ceiling onto my empty bed.


   


  




  Worse


   


  “What did you do!?” I sobbed, pounding my fist into Damien’s chest—too caught up in my hysterics to realize that so much blood had spilt that his shirt was soaked in it.


  “He was one of them; it wasn’t safe to keep him around.”


  “We could’ve let him go,” I spat.


  “He would’ve come back.”


  “Mankind is dying, now you’re killing us off as well?” I demanded, wiping at my face. I took a step backwards. “H-how could this situation get any worse?”


  Damien cast a crooked smile toward me.


  “Give me a minute, I’m sure I’ll think of a way.”


   


  




  Run


   


  The lights flickered again in the storm. I held my breath, waiting to see if they would go out permanently. I hadn’t prepared for weather this bad. Without power, I didn’t know what I


  would do. All at once, the power shut off, leaving me in silence—before it booted back up as if the break hadn’t even occurred. I squinted at the nearby window, noticing a piece of paper tucked in the crack. I pulled it out.


  “Run,” I read out loud, as I heard the floorboards creak behind me.


   


  




  Makeup


   


  They wondered why I put on makeup multiple times throughout the day. Why I made sure to wear it, even at night, though I had no friends, and no relationships. They assumed me to be self-centered—conceited even. The makeup covered the bags under my eyes; the red scour marks in my cheeks left from crying. Under the makeshift mask was the only time I felt pretty. It gave me the confidence to face the cruelty of the world around me. With my mask, I could pretend to be like them—I could pretend to be human.


   


  




  Temper


   


  Theo drew his longsword, brandishing it as he faced his enemy—his need to win fueled by the thought of her death. Her lifeless body lay a few feet away. He blinked, struggling to hold in his tears.


  With an angry screech, Theo ran forward, thrusting the blade through the air until it came to rest in the man’s neck. He fell into the puddle of his blood—and she stood to her feet.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  Theo tossed his sword down and rushed to her.


  “I lost my temper when I thought he killed you.”


   


  




  Death


   


  The time had finally come. Through willpower alone, Lana had managed to stave off her own demise, but as she hobbled down the mountainside—bloody, wounded, and starving—she knew she could


  do it no longer. She collapsed to her knees, staring into the sunset with tears in her eyes. This wasn’t the way she had imagined her story coming to an end. It wasn’t a brave death, or an honorable one. She had trusted him, and he betrayed her in the worst possible way. Though it costed her dearly, she made sure he paid for the mistake with his life.


   


  




   Enemies and Allies


   


  “How many survivors?” I demanded, clenching my fists at my side as I faced him. A shadow fell across his face as he looked at the floor. “Not as many as we had hoped.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “What we do best—fight,” he replied, setting his jaw. “You won’t go it alone.” He called out a sharp order and a figure approached us.


  I dropped my sword as I took a step backwards, feeling my heart sink to my stomach.


  “No. Not you. Anyone but you.”


   


  




  Sanctuary


   


  From outside, the building seemed like a safe haven—a place to rest from the horrors of the street. As soon as I stepped into the building, my mistake became clear. A ring of humans sprung from the shadows, surrounding me on all sides. By the glint in their eyes, I guessed they weren’t friendly.


  Swallowing hard, I emptied my clip into the nearest one. He didn’t flinch as the bullets pierced through his skin. Instead, he glanced down at the devastated flesh before smiling at me.


  “Was that supposed to hurt, darling?”


   


  




  The Bridge


   


  Iron-black against the twinkling sapphire of the evening sky, the bridge was beautiful as it overlooked the river. I lived my life in awe of it—of the beauty it held—though I didn’t know what lay on the other side. Physically, I had an idea, but emotionally? That was up to the Gods to decide. The other side of the bridge could take me away—to a new life, a new beginning. It could give me the fresh start that I’ve always dreamed of.


  If only I could muster the courage to walk across it.


   


  




  Unknown


   


  When I opened my eyes, I was aware of the pounding pain in the back of my skull. I wasn’t at home. My fingers dug into the dirt before I sat straight up; looking around the cemetery I had somehow ended up in. I gulped, trying to remember how I had gotten here. Stumbling to my feet, I walked through the row of ugly gray stones, each of which read “Unknown.” Scuffling sounds caused me to turn, and I froze as I caught the outline of someone else through the fog.


  “That one’s yours right there.”


   


  




  Not a Man


   


  I paced the outside of the cave, chewing my nails. I tried to decide between calling the police, or going in after my brother. I peered into the opening of the cave—the “No Return Cavern”—feeling both angry and worried.


  I was sure he was dead.


  “Fuck it,” I muttered, pulling out my phone. I heard scuffling behind me and turned to see my brother at the mouth of the cave.


  “I can’t believe you made it—no man has ever come back.”


  He smiled and a flash of yellow lighted his eyes.


  “Turns out I’m not a man.”


   


  




  Revenge Shot


   


  “It didn’t have to be this way,” the man said, pacing the room with a knife between his fingers. Clara looked up at him, tears streaming down her face as she held her sister’s body in her arms.


  The man had no control over his actions. She knew the demon within him had grown too powerful to be kept at bay, but that didn’t stop the rage from coming.


  “You’re right, it didn’t,” she said, pulling a gun from her pocket. She lifted it and pulled the trigger.


  The echo of his body resonated with the sound of her crying.


   


  




  Six of Us…


   


  Six of us roamed this street after the tragedy—we took care of one another, like the members of a wolf pack would. We thought we had found refuge in one another…until we began to disappear as well. After the first one went missing, a year went by. But the time between each consequential disappearance grew shorter and shorter.


  Now, I was the only one left.


  I lifted the bottle, chugging the alcohol as I stared at the ceiling.


  If my calculations were correct, whatever it was would come for me tonight.


   


  




  Light Behind Your Eyes


   


  At that moment, the light left the depths of her beautiful blue eyes. She wasn’t dead, though, she must’ve wished she was.


  I don’t love you.


  Emotionally destroyed by the swift justice of four powerful words wasn’t what she had expected from this meeting.


  And it wasn’t what she wanted.


  Yet, it was something I craved.


  The pain on her face was delicious, giving me the ability to


  ignore my own—if only for a little while. Tears streamed down her face, and she struggled to speak. But I had nothing left to say.


  A clean break would be easier to heal.


   


  




   Missing You


   


  Long periods of time would pass, seemingly without incident.


  I loved my life, and it was kind to me.


  It would hit me out of nowhere—she wasn’t here, the love of my life. I’d suddenly find myself missing her all over again, as if the years of moving on hadn’t happened. Some days, I’d lock myself in my apartment, pining away for her. I’d think about taking a chance and going to visit her—to get rid of my nagging emptiness once and for all. If only I could remember where I hid her body.


   


  




  True Danger


   


  Cameron waited by the door for Clarissa to return.


  He was prepared for a fight, knowing she’d be determined to flee the moment she realized he was in her home. She didn’t understand that his intentions weren’t to harm her but to protect her.


  The glimpse she had of the other side, the underbelly of Hell, was too much for her to take.


  Instead of accepting it, she denied it—and him as well.


  What she didn’t understand was that Cameron wasn’t the one she needed to fear—they were.


   


  




  Murderer


   


  He had dedicated the better portion of his life to me—buying me dinner, offering me gifts, and spending every waking moment he could at my house. It was obvious what he felt for me, but what was even more obvious was what he expected from me.


  He wanted me to love him. There was just one thing he didn’t seem to understand—I could never love the person who kidnapped me—who trapped me and made me live out the rest of my days in a dungeon. I could never love the person who murdered my entire family in cold blood.


   


  




  Wake Up


   


  It was like chaos the way the world swirled around me—much like a tropical storm. I knew the dream was coming to an end, and I could only wish it would go faster. The colors brightened, and I strained my eyes so much that I clamped them shut just to ease the pain.


  “Wake up! Wake up now!” a voice hissed in my ear.


  My eyes shot open to stare at my white ceiling. I felt someone’s presence nearby. I sat up to look around the room, then remembered that I lived alone.


   


  




  Storm


   


  The shutters rattled outside as the wind berated the house. I shivered. The power had shut off, submerging me and my sister, Annabelle, in darkness. The only light filtered in from the lightning outside. As the house shook in the storm, roaring with fury, we faced God’s very wrath. The flickering lights made it hard to gauge the distance between Annabelle and I as we scrambled to get our belongings in order. Fingers gripped the back of my neck as the thunder rumbled outside.


  “Come with me,” a voice whispered in my ear.


   


  




   Trinket


   


  The amulet was rusted and dirty—obviously old, yet, still beautiful. She squinted in confusion, tugging it from her jewelry box. She wore jewelry every day, yet had never seen it before in her life. The silver chain rattled as it slunk across the wood. Callie lifted it to her eye and gasped at the flash of light that seemed to greet her. In the depths of her house, from a secret room in the basement, a creature began to stir, woken by the light that tried to warn her.


   


  




  Humming


   


  Every night, around two in the morning, Cassandra would hear it—the humming. It sounded like an electrical appliance. Problem was, she lived in the middle of nowhere. The only electronics here were her own—she’d know if any of them sounded like that.


  “Shh! Listen! There it is again,” she hissed, grabbing her husband’s arm. He rolled his eyes. “It’s just the toads.”


  Cassandra heard the frogs too, but that wasn’t the sound that concerned her. She climbed out of bed and went outside into the darkness. Lights flooded her vision as a spotlight trained on her.


   


  




  Ink Blots


   


  I tried to warn them.


  I really did.


  The ink blots told me they would come.


  When the psychiatrist held up her shiny white cards, I wasn’t prepared for what I’d see in the ink. I tried to tell them the beasts were coming—beasts that would rip them apart and burn the building to the ground.


  Nobody believes someone who’s insane.


  Now, I’m standing alone, among the mutilated corpses and burned rubble of the mental health ward, wondering why they had spared me and me alone.


  When would they come back to finish the job?


   


  




  Cleansed


   


  I found peace in the rain; an eerie calmness that somehow didn’t exist under the harsh brightness of the sun. I relaxed against the battleground, feeling icy drops of water washing away the blood from my multiple wounds. Having passed beyond the point of pain, they brought me comfort. It was a relief to know that the last few minutes of my life wouldn’t be riddled in the agony of my demise.


  I still felt the range of sensations as I lay there, waiting for the sweet embrace of death to take me away from it all.


   


  




  One Bad Thing


   


  I had to do one bad thing to tip the scales back in our favor.


  One last resort—a thing I never thought of doing, before today.


  It had to be done.


  To win the war, there had to be casualties.


  They didn’t see it that way.


  My good intentions were overlooked; the one evil deed that I had to do became the story of my life. No one remembered the hundreds of good things I had done before that, and all the lives I had saved.


  My one bad act outweighed every good thing I had ever done.


   


  




  Left


   


  My vision comes to. It’s hazy. I take a deep breath and look around at the brittle bed of yellowed grass around me. In the distance, I spot the outline of a mountain in the gray sky. A container touches my lips, cool liquid gushing into my mouth. I sit up, spluttering as I spit it out.


  “Relax, it’s just water,” Tyler mutters from beside me.


  I look at him, holding a hand to my head as I suddenly remember—the battle. Tyler notices the look in my eyes.


  “We’re all that’s left.”


   


  




  Windows


   


  When our dog died, my sister was the one who found him. The buzzards, of course, had paid their visit before we were even aware of his condition. I was saddened, too, by his passing, but nowhere near as distressed as my sister was.


  “They took his eyes,” she murmured one day, as she stared out the window.


  “That's what buzzards do.”


  She turned to me with a haunted look. “Eyes are the windows to the soul.” She paused for a minute, scrunching her face as if she were suddenly in pain. “If they took his eyes, then where's his soul?”


   


  




  Shadows


   


  There were monsters in the shadows. Or so I had been told. The stories started when I was a kid. Most parents tell their children that monsters aren’t real, that there’s nothing to fear in the dark. But my parents were different. These beasts in the shadows could harm me if I wasn’t careful, they warned on multiple occasions.


  Yeah, okay.


  I rolled over in bed, my room cloaked in complete darkness—against my parents’ wishes. I was nearly asleep when the voices started, and my eyes shot wide open.


  “The panic, it dances in your eyes. Why so afraid?”


   


  




  Get Out


   


  Abigail lugged the giant typewriter to my room and plopped it onto my desk. I didn’t know what to think. Raising an eyebrow, I watched as a tiny spider ran from its home between the large keys.


  “What’d you bring that for?” I asked, pulling clothes out of a box on my bed.


  “I found it upstairs,” she replied, poking at a key. “It still works!”


  I shook my head, resuming my work when the clacking started again. I turned to tell Abigail to stop, when I realized it was typing by itself.


  “Get out. You’ve been warned.”


   


  




  Ruby Red


   


  The paints on my pallet are a variety of colors—blue, green, yellow—and I use them all in spades.


  But red—that’s my favorite.


  Of all the colors, it’s the hardest to obtain. I look at the empty spot on my pallet and sigh, my attention diverting to the body in the corner of the room. I pick up the shallow pan beside it, smiling at the crimson liquid sloshing inside. I dip my brush into it, running a line of the thin ruby red onto my canvas.


  “Beautiful,” I murmur, as I watch it run.


   


  




  The Picture


   


  The thing was as black as coal, with yellow eyes that reminded me of a werewolf. It stared at me, ready to devour me whole. My fear paralyzed me at the worst time possible. A voice seemed to tell me that light could beat the thing—whatever it was. I struggled to pull my phone from my pocket. Lifting it to the creature, I snapped a photo, defeating it with the flash. My eyes shot open, and I glanced at the open phone beside me. The picture of the coal-black monster glared back at me.


   


  




  Traveling Circus 


   


  The music played again. It was the middle of the night. I wasn’t crazy, like my husband insisted. Grabbing a baseball bat in case I ran into trouble, I slipped outside. The music grew louder—the kind heard in a circus. I crept along the edge of my house, and peered into the backyard. In the shadows, I saw various outlines: a Ferris wheel, carnival games…and people? My heart sped up as I glanced over my shoulder and fiddled for my flashlight. When I shone the light, the shadows had vanished…along with the music.


   


  




  Peace


   


  They called me weird, but they didn’t understand.


  I found comfort in the cemetery that I found nowhere else.


  When I stepped beyond boundary of the gate, I could feel it—the peace on the other side. I don’t know if it comes from Heaven or from simple nothingness, but I’m sure death brings a kind of bliss unknown in life.


  Year after year, I would allot time to visit the mass of forgotten graves—to reach out to the souls buried there. And to hope that one day, I would join them in the peace of the other side.


   


   


   


   


   


  




  A Note from the Author


   


  Dear Reader,


   


  Thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking the time to pick my book out of the millions upon billions on the market. And thank you even more for finishing it to the end.


   


  If you’ve enjoyed my book, I’d truly appreciate if you’d spend one more minute of your time on me and leave a review. To us authors, reviews are life and death since they help us to get better exposure so other readers like you can find us in the vast sea of literature <3 


   


  Thank you again! 
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  Trapped.


   


  What could be a worse feeling than that?


   


  After 18-year-old Sam gets an invitation for a free vacation in the mail, she hops on the opportunity despite her mother's pleas not to go. With the realization that her best friends have all been invited as well, she's sure she made the right choice. Once they board the fancy cruise ship however, things aren't as luxurious as they had seemed.


   


  Passengers start to disappear and once the ship lands on a deserted island, Sam and her friends are left on their own to figure out why. Faced with a deadly predicament, they have to learn to survive amid a mass of nightmare creatures all out for the taste of her blood. With the help of a handsome yet suspicious island native, Sam must figure out how to get back to the mainland before she's trapped on the island forever.
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  Obsession is deadly.


   


  No one learns that better than Luna Ketz, a pessimistic high school senior. Caught between the intentions of her Muslim father and business-minded mother, boys are the last thing on Luna’s mind, but this fact doesn’t detour mysterious bad boy Chance Welfrey from trying to gain her affection.


   


  Luna doesn’t think twice about him until girls at their high school begin to disappear. Girls who tended to hurt her. Girls she wished would disappear. When she receives a call from a long-lost friend, normalcy goes out the window as she’s plunged into the paranormal. There’s a world beneath the surface of the unconscious mind, and the killer knows how to navigate it. Luna is in danger and although she can avoid the killer in reality, she cannot avoid him in her dreams.


   


   


   


  The Moon Warriors


  A Novella


  

    

  


   


  A Coven of witches and a group of demons have been at war for centuries and now live in peace under an agreement. The terms are simple—members of either side are not permitted to cross the boundary. When Talia's beloved is killed, she immediately suspects a demon is behind it and crosses the border to search for the culprit. On the other side, however, she meets her first demon, named Marcus, and her entire belief system is turned upside down. With the help of Marcus and Talia's familiar, Mushroom, she gets to the bottom of her sweetheart's death and learns the importance of keeping your friends close and your enemies closer.
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