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Goatman

My hands are searching my pockets. Where isil? All I feel is the denim rubbing against

my fingertips. My fingertips are losing hope until I check my bag. In it lies nonsensical

necessities: a finger, a rabbit's foot, a dried flower, an cyc. a blistered t ongue. Found it, I pull out

my wallet; monet' isnt real. The most fantastical thing in my bag is the money that hides in my

wallet. The most real thing about it is the blood stained onto the paper's face.

"That'll be $9.14," the one behind the register has the eyes ofa goat, and I think about

how they'll taste.

I hand her my card, and I walk over to the other side ofthe shop, where I'll pace to the

left and right in anticipation of my package awaiting me at the foot of my door. People arenl

real.

"Order l 9 !"

It is 8 or so in the moming, I'm grabbing my coffee, and I am heading back home in

anticipation ofmy package and sleep. The workday \rras long, 39,000 hours long to be specific.

My eyes droop to a solemn close as I stumble disappointedly through the front door,

where I'll slam the door in disappointment because my package hasn't yet arrived. I'nt going to

kill m:,self. My body collapses ir a rage of disappointment and loathing. My face hits the cold

wooden floor; I don't feel a thing.



Many hours pass as I dream of small men in tempered spectacle; twirling and spiraling,

they go pass through abscnt minds and joyful smiles.

BRNIING!- it goes! I tell you-BRRIIING! My doorbell shakes a violent spur. My face,

drenched in drool and sweat, awakens, my hand wiping the sleepday's evidence away. My body

is heavy as I force it up into a tabletop; I peer into the peephole, and all my eyes are able to

capture are knees. Ughhh, t'hy not the mailman? | drag my body into an upright position, and

peering through the peephole that meets my eyc in an upright position, a visage of a man with an

elongated, gizzled snout and homed head greets me. Oh god! Is that my package? Oh dear {

thete ls a god, please tell ne it is.

The door knob ttms. Wht: not the regular mailman? Tlte door is open only a crack. My

arm unnaturally bends and writhes through the open crack and snatches the package right from

the goat man's hands. lltait, a goat ntan? There n'as a goat man at the door! Don't see that

handsome devil evendavt Oh v,ait, he is me and I am him.

"Behhhh," came from the other side ofthe door.

I hastily grab the pair ofscissors to open up Pandora's box. llhy are they called a pair of

scissors when it's just one tool? Yes, tltere are two blades, but separated, you do not call them a

"scissor". llhat madness is that? Teaingopen the box, I see a glimpse ofheaven shine out; it

nearly blinds me. I see my father: a bony frail man. His mouth is gaping open, as if someone had

hung fiom it like a tree branch.

"Son.. .You...You're a-a. . . Goatman. . ." I blankly stare back at him. Wltat is he goittg on

about? lsn't he supposed to be still and quiet? Forever trapped in this moment as I willed.for

him? I am no goatman. But as I stare further into the box, I see myself. By God, I am a goatman!

I threw the box across the room. What witchcraft is this? llho dares humor me with such juvenile



tricks? At this point, I am furious. My hooves stomp on account of their own will. Then a

thought passes through my head: I.forgot to take m1- insanity. Quickly, I trot on over and take the

pills that guard my nightstand. Ashamed and furious at my fear, I resolve qrite quickly- I am in

hell. I am not this manb son. I am his savior I v,ill ttot dare live in his son s mortalitv.I crave.

and the next workday begins. I am the devil.
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- Talbott

Age: 17

Grade: 12

lVy Favorite Coustume

Once upon a time, there lived in the quaint little town of Whiskerwood a naughty but lovable cat
named Toby. Whiskerwood was known for its love of Halloween, and the town celebrated the
holiday with great enthusiasm. The autumn leaves painted the city in reds, oranges, and golds,
and the warm air carried spooky tales and witty ghostly tales

Toby was no slouch. He loved to travel, had a curious heart, and had a great love of Halloween,
Every year, when the city was filled with joy in the days leading up to the holiday, he longed to
be part of the celebration. And every year she would come up with a costume idea to be the life
of the Halloween party.

This year, Toby decided he wanted to be a ghost. He spent his days planning, plotting, and
carefully studying the details of the town's history the friendly spirit of Whiskerwood, and a dog
named Casper Whiskerstein Casper was famous for walking around town in a white tie and
carrying his fun antics with delight children, but he disappeared years ago, and Toby wants to
pay tribute to a phantom he loved

Toby roamed the city in search of the perfect ghost suit, sneaking into basements and attics in

search of perfection. She gathered some old white paper, scissors, and yarn, and set to work
creating the most amazing ghost dress the town had ever seen with sparkly star eyes with

buttons and a flowing, ethereal tail with old knots has been done. lts heart-shaped snout peeked

out from under the leaf, giving it a very attractive appearance.

As Halloween night approached, Whiskerwood was abuzz with activity. Every house is

decorated with bananas, witches, and spider webs, and children wonder fondly if their costumes

The city had seen it before. lt had sparkly starry eyes with buttons and a flowing, ethereal tail

made of old wires. lts heart-shaped snout peeked out from under the leaf, giving it a very

attractive appearance.

As Halloween night approached, Whiskerwood was abuzz with activity. Every house is

decorated with bananas, witches, and spider webs and children fondly discuss their costumes at

school. Toby couldn't wait to show off his masterpiece.

One chilly Halloween night, she slipped into her ghost costume and went out into the streets.

Her hea( pounded in excitement as she joined the crowd of costumed creatures and ghouls, all

smiling, and joining in the celebration.
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"Toby! What a beautiful ghost you are!" Mrs. Tubbypaws, the oldest dog in town, shouted as she
passed.

"Thank you, Mrs. Tabbypaws," Toby replied with a ghostly nod. He felt a warmth in his heart as
the townspeople admired his outfit.

Toby happily took in the Halloween parade. She danced and played tricks, made new friends,
and shared in the holiday cheer. Along the way, he also met a friendly character named Belfry,
who told him horrible things that sent shivers down his spine.

As the night wore on, the moon shone higher, casting a new-world glow over the city. They
gathered in the town square for the annual costume contest, and Toby decided to join. He
strode onto the stage, his tie dramatically wobbling, and introduced himself to the judges.

The judges, three owls known for their intelligence, were in awe of Toby's costume. "What's your
name, little spirit?" asked a squirrel.

"lr,4y tribute to Toby, and tonight's friendly spirit Casper Whiskerstein," he replied politely.

The judge of Toby and his ghostly hospitality captivated them. When the winners were
announced, Toby took the lead, to loud applause from the crowd.

Once the night was over and the townspeople had dismissed, Toby took off his clothes and
headed home. He couldn't stop thinking about the Halloween magic he experienced. She found
the best part of the holiday wasn't the uniforms or the prizes, but the sense of community and

friendships it created

The next year, Toby was already thinking about his next Halloween trip. He had learned that the

true spirit of Halloween was not to be spooky or spooky but to celebrate the magic of the season

together with his loved ones and in Whiskerwood where every Halloween is an unforgettable

night of fun, he was Toby knows the celebration of the holiday That he will always have a

special place in the stars.

Toby's heart tightened in pleasure. She had achieved her dream of becoming a Halloween star
in Whiskerwood, and her costume had won the town's accolades. She felt more belonged and

accepted than ever.
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"Liminality"

Ifyou sleep, you die. That's how it has been for tlre past however long. This car ride

home is making me drowsy. But I won't succumb to it just yet. Because if I do. I will be dead in

a short while, and I would take everyone down with me.

Apparently there is this... thing. . . happening to people around this area. I don't know

what it is. No one knows, really. Anpvay. it's some wicked thing where anyone who goes to

sleep will have this dream of... utter bliss. Everyone is calling it "liminality". Sounds fitting, I

suppose.

Again, I don't know what the dream is or how blissful it could be. Well, you could have

gotten that from the fact that I haven't croaked yet. This dream makes you go bananas. People

who have had it will try to kill anyone they see. They say they do this to make the world like

their dream they had. Sounds like a silly reason to--

"Does anyone need anything? Ifso, I can stop by the next town over."

That came fiom Ellen, my good friend and the driver of the ride u,e took to Seattle earlier

tonight. She looked to be very focused on the road ahead. I would do the same; driving on harsh

January roads under the waning crescent ofthe I AM moon is no easy task. Knowing this, I

answered in a way as to not draw too much ofher attention.



"I have every.thing I need already." This is true, as I havc an almost full canteen of

lukewarm water, a bag ofcadbury caramellos that I had been routinely snacking on this whole

trip, and I wasn'l in any rush to find a wasl'rroom.

"Okay. Monica?" Ellen queried. A few seconds came and went, and she wcnt

unanswered. Perhaps Monica couldn't hear her over the early 2010s industry-standard party pop

ftash that Ellen liked to blast out olthe aux at almost max volume. I will never understand why

she does that.

"Monica!" Ellcn belted out with a touch more force. Afterwards, we heard nothing but

crickets. Crickets, and that autotune spaghetti that the radio was emitting. I swiveled my head

leftward, and there lies Monica, passed out and sprawled across the rear seats, with her almost

black hair barricading her face.

"Damn it. She's knocked out cold." I quipped, this time so loud that Ellen could clearly

hear me. I didn't care if I made the car smash into a stake. Right now, falling asleep is a death

sentence. both for Monica and for us in the front.

Ellen replied with a worried expression u,hich u,as devoid ofspeech. Even though she

said nothing, I could tell she was intemally hyperventilating. I am too, but I am a lot better at

suppressing my inner thoughts. I was trying to untangle them, when we heard some disturbing

sounds coming from the radio. Even more disturbing than 2010s pop trash, u,hich before now I

thought was impossible.

We heard those blaring tones that made you think the world would soon end. You know

those ear-piercingly annoying sounds that your TV or your cell phone makes whenever a flood is

coming or a kid goes missing? We heard those, but we were all in one place, and I couldn't tell

how the u,eather was, but it didn't look like it could harm us.



Then came the computer-like voice that sounded like it was announcing the apocalypse.

And u.ith all the wicked shit that happened earlier, it might as well be. The voice started.

"The following messagc is transmitted at the request of the Federal Bureau of

Investigation in conjunction with the United States Department of Health and Human Services

and numerous state level govemments."

God, help us. Whatever news this frightening voice had for us, wc kncw it wouldn't be

good.

The voice continued. "The exponential growth of the IiminaI dream condition has created

a significant danger to civilian Iife in the westem United States, particularly in the Pacific

Northwest, where crime has skyrocketed from liminality victims. Unfortunately, with this civil

threat present, it has been determined that normal life cannot continue until the current threat is

resolved."

I had been paying so much aftention to the alert that I hadn't noticed that Ellen stopped

the car along the county road we were driving on. We just gave horrified glaces towards each

other. Neither one ofus dared to let a word slip from either ofour lips. We both looked back

aftcrwards. Monica u'as still sound asleep. lt's almost impressive that she's still knocked out after

that radio kept running its speakers.

Good for us. The longer Monica stays asleep, the longer Ellen and I live.

"Effective at 12 AM tomorrow, martial law u.ill be declared in the follou'ing states: Neu,

Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, Montana,..." The voice kept going. Ellen and I

both knew we would be stuck in this conundrum, even if the voice hadn't said it yet.



"... Idaho, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, and Califomia." There it was. We were now

trapped here in Washington, with just the two of us for god knows how far. I was just in a trance,

and so was Ellen, from what I could observe.

"A1l transportation to. fiom, and within these states will be heavily monitored, and a

mandatory curfew of I I PM to 7 AM will be enforced for all residents. Periodic checks of

households will be conducted to ensure that all members of the household are--"

Ellen summoned enough courage to finally shut that damned radio off. I guess she

couldn't stomach the gravity of reality right now. Well, neither can I. All of this shit is about to

make me hurl. A half-unconscious voice coming from the back was what finally did me in.

"What happened--u,here are we?" That voice was Monica's, but her voice was the last

one I wanted to hear. Those first words, I thought to myself, might as well be announcing my

death. I wordlessly wedged open my car door and excused myself from the vehicle. In contrast,

Ellen did nothing. I could hear the commotion left in the car, as I hadn't closed the door when I

stepped out.

"Get me out of here. I want to go back." Monica started to squeak out in a barely

intelligible, half-awake mumble.

"Go back where?" Ellen shot back.

"That... place.. . where I can be alone, and happy again."

"That's rvhere we're trying to go." Ellen assured. I wanted to correct her, but the less we

set Monica over the edge, the better for us.

"Why can't I just be the only person left in this world?" Holy. Those words made my

bones tremble. I can'tjust stand here and do nothing.



"Just trust us. Only a few more hours, and you can go back home, and not have to talk to

anyone." I said that like she rcally liked solitude. I knew it wasn't true; Monica wouldn't shut up

about whatever dumb thing she overheard in school or over social media all the time. My SMS

inbox is cluttered with crap she sent me. But ilthat god-awful voice was telling the truth, then

she really wants to be alone. Either that, or die trying.

"I want to be AIONEI JUST DIE ALREADYI" Monica sprung at Ellen, who was

climbing out of the car at this time. The sudden pounce Monica made lorced Ellen out for good.

Everything was a blur, partly bccause it was I in the moming and I couldn't see much, but also

because the little smackdou,n between Ellen and Monica happened so fast. Something

something, Monica trying to strangle Ellen, something, Ellen throwing a spare fist back at

Monica, something something, Monica screaming about that liminality shit and being alone,

something else. Whatever that was, both of their fates u'ere sealed. Ellen would fall into one of

Monica's hands. and Monica herself would fall into her other. I knew Ellen u,ould die, and

Monica too sometime afteq but I wouldn't be there to u,itness it.

Thankfully for me, Ellen left the car keys in the ignition. All I had to do was get in the

driver's seat, close the door, and tum the key. I could barely hear the car start over the conclusion

of Ellen's fate, who was likely on the last tlreads ofher life after indirectly falling victim to

liminality. I don't want to be there to u,atch. I'm just getting out ofhere, either to find a safe

harbor somewhere, or to find a stake to crash into so my fate isn't sealed by liminality. If I

choose the latter, then hopefully I'll frnd Ellen in heaven. And Monica too, given that after she

passes in the hands of liminaliry, she makes it to heaven and not the liminal world she dreamt

about.
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I Hate the DMV

I remember when I was 16, my older brother was missing. What an idiot,I always thought. He drew

way too much attention to our family that we didn't need. I remembered hoping he would turn up,

preferably alive because the family business could barely function without him. As stupid as he was, he was

really the brawn ofoperation, and we needed a lot of brawn.

I remember after his disappearance my parents told me that t had to get my stupid drivers license. And I

hated driving. I couldn't park. Parallel, nonparallel, none of it. It's ridiculous. Then, if I managed to actually

get my license, I would have to drive my dad's old, janky black van around, which he always thought was

pretty inconspicuous, but I alu,ays believed it had the opposite effect.

Technically, I had already taken the test. Three times, in different states. In my defense, each state has

its own ridiculous regulations that have prevented me from actually obtaining my license. Like u,hen we

were in Utah, I barely- | ntean barely- hit the car in front of me. But it barely even left a dent, so really I'm

not even sure why they faiied me- the brakes of their stupid testing car were obviously faulry. Then, when we

were living in Missouri, I took it again and failed because I went a little over lhe speed limit in a school zone

and I was "hazardous to children". It's not my fault that the second graders crossing the street weren't
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, where they were going. I think if anything, I was sharpening their senses because there are lots of

"rngerous things to be aware ofout there. I was definitely doing a service to the future generation

In Maine, I was actually doing pretty well. but there was this annoying thumping noise in the trunk.

Thump, thump, thump. In Maine, I had to provide my own car for the test, so I took my brother's. It was a

black car that he kept really clean, for the most part. Except for what he kept in his trunk, obviously

Evcry stop sign. stoplight. every turn- that's all me and the test guy hcard. Thump, thump, thump. I

kept thinking in my head- Ilrhat could that idiot possibb, ltave in the back o.f his car ...it sounds really

heaty...octps! Su,erved oll the road.for a second tltere..

When I u'as lost in my ou,n thoughts, I think the driver test guy was slowly losing his mind to the thump

thump thump-ing too. He looked as if he was going to pull out his thin, white hair. Looks like it s going to fall

out any da1t, ontxat)s.-. "Canyou please pull over and contain wlratever is in the back of your trunk?" His

hands u,ere clauing the door handle, as if his Iife depended on his grip

"Yessir." I pulled over, the carjerking to a sudden stop. Never exactly mastered the use ofmy brakes

We were in a sort of deserted part of tou,n, near sunset. I took a minute to observe the orange-reddish

hue painted across the horizon. You know how some days you really admire the gorgeous horizon and that

really sticks with you? That was for sure one ofthose days.

I finally opened the trunk and immediately rolled my eyes. lt was the bloodied body of our across

the street neighbor Mr. Reynolds. By the looks of it. my brother got him last night, came straight home, and

$,ent to sleep for the next 12 hours, forgetting that I had my driver's test the next day. Not eren propet"ly

w'apped. Talk about inconeetent. I thought to rnyself. Mq)be it s a good thing that I'm getting tn1'license.

Once again, lost in thought for a couple of minutes, I didn't notice the driving test guy get out of the

passenger seat to come and check on me. ln my defense, he didn't scream, his mouth was just gaping wide.

He suddenly gmbbed his chest and fell down. His fall was immediately followed by a cracking noise.

Hesitantly, I lifted up his head to see that he had cracked his skull on a sharp rock. I winced. I wasn't so used

to.fresh dead bodies- I usually handled the ones that were already chopped up and ready to go
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,valked to a gas station we had passed about two milcs back. I used the payphone outside to call my

.other. He picked up immediately. What a loser...nothing better to do. "Hello?" His deep voice answered.

"Hey, genius. You left our dinner in the back ofyour car. The driving test guy found it and he had a

heart attack."

He swore under his breath. "l'll get Dad's van..."

He arrived about 30 minutes later, loading up Mr. Reynolds in the van. The night finally cast its cover

upon us, leaving me to call 9l I about the old driving instructor.

It took a bit of lying, telling the police I was in such a state of shock I had to sit in the driver's seat for

30 minutes before realizing what to do. They believed me, of course. Didn't really question it much at all,

actually. Unfornrnately since my test administrator dropped dead during my test, they couldn't give me my

license and while I don't count it as a fail, the DMV certainly did.

When I rerurned home that night, Mom had already prepared dinner. Thankfully, Mr. Reynolds made

for quite a tasty meatball. It was one of the last times I was truly happy, I think. Spaghetti and meatballs for

dinner in my favorite season of autumn, hollowed out skulls with candles inside illuminating the dining room

for decoration. We're not wasteful people. Also, if you know of a way to get a Mr. Reynolds meatball for my

final meal that would be absolutely delightful.

We moved not long after that to Wyoming. Where my brother went missing and his body was found

in the trunk of his black car, drained of all his blood, a threat from a rivalry business, I'm sure. I also finally

got my license, which was cool for a while. Until the family u,as caught. And I was old enough to be tried as

an adult, just for having a different taste in cuisine, compared to your next door neighbor.

This is a student email account monitored by Widefleld School District. The contents of this email are governed by state
laws and the board policies of the school district.
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Horror Stories in the Dark

ln the middle of a fog-shrouded town, between ancient forests, stood an antique

bookstore known as "Buckets O' Blood Bookstore." The shop has been operating for

generations upon generations. The shelves of this book store are lined with mysteries,

general knowledge, and, as local folklore says, cursed books. Among all of these

wonderful books, there was a book lined in dusted over cork leather. This relic was

known only as "Salem's Lot."

On a particularly chilly evening, Charlie, an exceptionally curious student with an

obsession with the supernatural, wandered into Buckets O'Blood Bookstore. She had

never visited this store before or even heard of it, but she was drawn to the ominous

name hoping to find a good horror story to read. She wandered in and walked around

searching for the horror tales and stumbled upon the old shelves in the back that were

labeled as non-fiction horror tales. She was drawn to the book "salem's Lot." She

picked this book up and dusted off the back cover trying to flnd the summary that's on

the back of most books, but she had no such luck in finding one. She decided to take

the book anyways and decided that she would go and read the first few pages and if

she didn't like it, she'd come back and pick another book. She was drawn to this book

because she felt as though there was a malevolent energy to it and she needed to

figure out why exactly she was feeling this.

As she walked to the counter to purchase this forbidden feeling book, the

shopkeeper, a frail, old woman, issued her a warning as he rang up the book.

"Remember dear, not all stories are meant to be told. This book holds secrets,

and once they are released, they will haunt you."



Charlie laughed off his warning and thanked him after he had given the book

back and walked out of the store. She returned to her apartment eager to dive into this

book and its forbidden secrets. As she opened the book, she thought she felt the room

grow colder as her arms filled with goosebumps. The words seemed to come to life as

she read them, "ln the village of Salem..." As she read on, the room began to feel even

colder, and suddenly a spectral figure appeared before her. lt was this figure, dressed in

tattered garments, and Charlie could feel its hollow black eyes locking onto her.

Terrified, Charlie tried to slam the book shut, but her hands were not obeying the

commands. The room began transforming, and within the mere blink of an eye, she

found herself standing in this village of Salem. Her surroundings matched perfectly with

the descriptions listed in this book.

Panicked, she called out to this being "What do you want from me?"

The being replied with nothing more than a whisper. "You summoned me, and

now, the tales will continue to unfold around you. You are trapped in these stories of the

book."

Desperate to escape this nightmare, Charlie frantically tried to flip the pages,

hoping to find a way to release herself from this curse. However, each page she turned

unveiled a new horrifylng scene, and this figure moved closer with each chapter that

passed. Charlie's heart began to race as she realized that the tales were coming to life,

with her as an unwilling protagonist.

Her friends who happened to be visiting her apartment, shared the same demise.

They huddled together in this village, inside of how they were going to escape this

nightmare that they've wound up in.



As they faced the horrors in the village, Charlie and her friends desperately

brainstormed ways to break free. The spectral figure hovered nearby, its presence

chilling their souls. One of Charlie's friends, David, who was a history major,

remembered reading about an amulet that helped break curses. After searching, they

discovered a passage that described the amulet's location. Charlie focused on

summoning the amulet to her and using all her will, and it soon began to materialize.

With the amulet in hand, Charlie raised it high, and the spectral figure recoiled in agony.

The village around began to disintegrate into nothingness.

Gasping for breath, they found themselves back in Charlie's apaftment where the

book lay before them. The figure was nowhere to be seen. Relieved, they knew they

had to put an end to this malevolent book. Charlie, her hands trembling, reached for the

book, and her friends helped her close it.

But the story was far from over, as the book still had many tales it could bring to

life. They needed a way to ensure that this book could never harm anyone again.

The group decided to take the cursed book back to the bookstore. They believed

the shopkeeper might be able to provide them with some guidance.

Upon their arrival, this shopkeeper revealed her true identity as a guardian of the

cursed book. She explained how the book was a creation of dark magic that was bound

to trap those who dared to read it. lt had been stored away, but time had weakened its

enchantment and allowed it to resurface.

She gave them an ancient key, and explained that it was the only way to seal the

book's malevolent tales. She explained that the key could only be used once, and they

had to choose which of the stories to lock away.



Back at Charlie's apartment, the group looked over the stories within the book

trying to decide which was the most dangerous. They needed to ensure that the curse

was contained once and for all. After much debate, they settled on the story of a

vengeful spirit who terrorized a small village. lt was a tale of relentless malevolence,

and they feared what would happen if they let it roam free in the world.

With heavy hearts, Charlie placed the ancient key onto the page containing the

story. A surge passed through the room as the story got locked away. The room filled

with newfound tranquility.

As the book lay dormant, the group sighed with relief. They knew the book's

influence had been contained, and the tales would no longer come to life.

Charlie and her friends returned to their normal lives. The book remained locked

away in a hidden vault, acting as a reminder of the dangers that lurked in it.

Years passed, and the tales within remained silent. However, deep within its

pages, one story, locked by the ancient key, held a secret. The darkness within could

not be contained forever.

On a stormy night, years later, the ancient key began to vibrate. lt levitated from

its resting place, drawn back to the book. The story it had sealed away was calling out

and seeking release. As the key hovered over the book, the story began to emerge

once more. A spectral figure, the spirit from the tale had materialized. lt was free again,

and its hollow eyes glowed with malevolence.

The curse had not been contained; it had merely bided its time, waiting for an

opportunity to strike again. The nightmare had returned, and this time, there was no one

to stop it.
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It was l0:30 on Hallowccn night and Grayson pcckcd through thc living roonr windo\a, to

scc if his boylricnd Fclix had arrivcd. Grayson was homc alonc. Whilc hc waitcd hc startcd to

tnakc snacks, drinks, and gct thc rnovics prcparcd. Oncc hc was donc ntaking surc cvcrything

was pcrfcct and in placc. Glayson cl.rcckcd tlic rvindow again, still no sign o1'Fclix. Chccking his

phonc again for any typc ofmcssage fiom Fclix, Grayson hcard a faint knock at thc front door.

Grayson's head snapped up from his plrone and turned toward the fiont door. Normally

Felix wor-rld text Grayson that he's hele or he woulcl use his key that Graysor gave hiur. Ciettirrg

an ulleasy feeling, Graysor.r decided to call Felix. Afier a f'ew minutes the phone line picked up.

..I{e_,,

"We're sorry but the nun.rber you're trying to rcach is ctu-rently not available" Still having

that rinsettling feeling Grayson decidecl to look out the living roorn rvindow again, This tirlc

tliere was a nran, he was rvearing a mask, dressecl in all black. Both nraking cyc contact, Grayson

slowly backed away frorn the r'vindor.v. Struggling to get his phone out, Grayson nrangages to call

the police.

"Um h-hi, I-I need the police, there's a stranse rr-nran standing outside tny h-house.

M-my address is 1827 GrcenF'ield Drive. II-how rnuoh longer until they get here?" Graysott u'as

quivering in fear.



"Not nru-" Thc phonc call drops.

"H-Hello?" Grayson askcd in fcar. Pulling thc phonc from his car, Grayson cycs widcn to

scc that tlrc phonc call has bccn disconncctcd. Hc hcard thc front door opcn and footstcps couring

towards lrirn. His body tcnscs.

"Fclix? Fclix, this isn't funny." Grayson says with a light laugh.

"l'm not Fclix." With that a lrand carnc around Grayson's facc. Within nrinutcs

cvclything in (irayson's vision bccamc blurly thcn clark. Waking up rvith a pourrding hcadachc,

Grayson sat up rubbing his head in hopc to rub au,ay his pounding lrcadachc. Oncc hc was tully

awake he realized that he was in an unfanriliar room. Looking around the roonr hc noticcd that

there was a cracked window, the walls had water danrage, wallpaper slarting to peel, then there

was a fumace, it was broken. Graysorr tried to get lionr thc floor, but then was pulled back down

to thc floor. He looked dorvn to see what pulled him back down, he saw a chain wrapped aroLrncl

his right ankle, the chain was connected to the furnace. Grayson starts to panic.

The chain rustled and clinked together as Grayson tried to get the chains ofl. No nrattcr

how hard lre tried the chain wouldn't budge. Still trying to gct thc chain offGrayson heard

sonrething walking towards the rooln. Lle stopped pulling on the chains. The fbotsteps gre\\'

louder and louder until they stopped in iiont of the door. The door opened revealing a rran. This

man had spiky black hair and wore glasses. Grayson could see in his left hand he was holding arr

envelope.

"Good lr.roming," he said with a smile, then started rroving toward Grayson and bending

down to his eye level.

"W-where am l? Who a-are you? What do you w-want?" Grayson stammers. The nlan

just srnirked and looked down.



"I'll tcll you, if you tcll mc who Felix is," thc man said looking up at Cirayson. ./.s //rl.s

man crazy ? Crayson tlrought

"F-Felix is rny boyfricnd." Grayson said whilc looking at thc nran, tlic man sighcd,

showing a simplc smilc as hc pushcd up liis glasscs. IIc wavcs tlic cnvclopc in front of Grayson.

"Arc you surc aborrt that'l Bccausc I n.right havc proof that says othcrwrsc" hc says whilc

making cyc contact.

"Who arc you? What do you want? " Grayson said again n.rorc fimrly.

"Hlnm, who anr I? I supposc I'rn sonrebody. What do I want? Hmm what do I want? I

want you. Here rvitl.r mc." Then he tossed the envelope at Grayson. Grayson hesitantly grabbed

the envelope. Opening the envelope, there were pictures ofGrayson. Pictr:rcs of him in his

house, outside, at school, he then stunrbled across a picture of Felix with another man. I/io l-r

this guy? Who is the ntan with Felir? What does tlti.t gutt want.f ront rre? Grayson's thor-rghts were

all over the place.

"W-who's that guy with Felix?" Grayson asked whrle staring at the picturc. Tears u,ere

tl.reatening to fall from his eyes. Graysolr tricd his bcst to keep his cotnposer.

"He's nobody. You knorv Crayson, Felix doesn't deserue you" the man said as he

snatched the pictures and envelope from Graysolr's hands. Grayson looked at thc man with teary

eyes.

"Why did you bring me here? Why did you show me that picture?" Crayson cried as

tears spilled tiom his eyes. The rnau sighed while pushing up liis glasses. He stood up, turning to

the door then turncd back to Grayson. Hc srnilecl at Glayson and startcd kicking hiln trrrtil he

could see Grayson starting to bleed. Bending dowti to Grayson's level tlle man's smile was gone.



Hc grabs a fist full of Grayson's hair, pulling him closcr to his facc. Groaning in pain Grayson

Iookcd up at thc pcrson who just bcat hinr.

"You know, you shouldn't ask so nrany qucstions. It annoys mc." tl)cn shovcd (irayson's

head away as hc stood up and walkcd towards thc door slamming it as hc lcl't. Trying to catclr his

brcath, Grayson cricd in pain. Grayson slowly moved his lcgs to his chcst. Hc brokc down and

cried in pain.

"I-l want t-to go hhonlc.." Grayson said to hirnsclf. That night Grayson cricd himsclf to

slcep that night. The next day Grayson wokc up covcrcd in his own blood and bruiscs. Trying to

sit up Grayson hissed in pain, he was wheezing, and coughing up blood. LIe stoppcd moving tbr

a nlolnent. Moving his right hand to the left side of his chest, Grayson slowly continued to sit ilp.

Wiping the fresh blood lionr the corner of his rrouth. Ilearing the sar.nc footsteps corring

towards the door panic took ovcr Graysorr's nrind his cyes r.videned, body tensed, breathing

hitched. The door swung open revealing the same rnan from yesterday. He was holding a tray of

food. He set the tray offood on the floor near the door, then he walked out the door.

He came back with a borvl of water, a rag and bandages. IIe walkccl over to Graysor].

Bending down to Grayson's level, setting the bowl, tou,el, and thc bandages on the floor.

"l'r-n sorry Grayson." he said, looking down at the floor as he dipped the rag into the

water. He moved the rag up to Grayson's lace to wipe off thc dried and new blood otTGrayson's

face. Grayson hissed in pain from the rag rubbing up against his liesh wounds. The man dipped

the rag in the water a few times and it slowly startcd to turn a bright red.

"Why..why am I here?..Who ate you?.." Grayson asked taintly. The man just sighs,

putting the rag on the edge of the bowl, now applying the bandages to Graysons wottnds.



"l'll ansrvcr onc qucstion. Only onc." thc nran said. nraking cvc contact \\,ith Grayson.

Grayson gulpcd. So nrany qucstions ran through his hcad. Who is hc'l Whot s his nunrc? Ilht crrtt

I he re ? Llthy was Felix with thot man? LI/ho was that man with Felix? All thcsc thoughts

swarrlcd Graysons hcad.

"Who..Who arc you?" Crayson asks in lcar. Hc hcard thc rnan lightly laugh.

"My naurc is Romc. Lcc Rorrc." hc rcspondcd rvith a srnilc.

"l rcally am sorry Grayson." Rornc said, hanging his hcad low as hc startcd to pick up thc

bandagc wrappcrs thcn ring or-lt thc bloody rag.

"Are you hungry?" Ronre asked as he stood up walking towards the tray of food. Wlren

he picked up the tray offood Rorne heard the sound ofchains rattling together, turning around be

saw Grayson trying to crawl towards the window. A fit of rage ran tlrrough Rome. Throwing the

tray of food on the floor Rome ruslied over to Graysor.r and grabbed a fist full of Grayson's hair.

Dragging Grayson back to the furnace. Grayson screarned in agony. Grayson was trying

everything to get out of Rorre's grip. But Rorle just tightened his grip on Grayson's hair. Rome

slamlned Grayson hard into tlre turnace. Grabbing Grayson's hair again, Ronre heard Grayson

hiss in pain.

"Why did you do that? IIuh l Were you trying to escape?" Ronre asked in purc anger.

Minutes passed and Rome grew inrpatient waiting for Grayson's answsr.

"ANSWER ME!" Rome yelled as he tightend his grip with Grayson's hair. Rome felt

Grayson trying to pull Rorne's hand otf his hair. He just pushed Grayson's hands off. All hc coulcl

hear was Grayson groaning in pain. Released his grip on Grayson's hair and walked away fiolll

Grayson.

"Get up.." Rome said, whilc looking at the boy laying on the floor.



"GET UP" Romc ycllcd as hc grabbcd graysons slroulders to makc hirn sit up

Ronrc was trying to calrr do*,n. Hc sighcd whilc rubbing his cycs, turning his hcad to

scc Grayson crying and holding thc sidc ol'his chcst. Romc turncd around thcn walkcd out of thc

roonr slamming thc door. Grayson tlinchcd, thcn startcd to cry cvcn liardcr fiom all thc pain hc

had cndurcd from the last two days. It's bccn a fcw hours and Grayson lrad calnrcd dorvn and

now hc rvas starting to gct hungry. Hc rcgrcttcd trying to nro'",c tou,ards thc rvindot.

Crayson thcn hcard footstcps coming towards thc door. Sccing thc tloor opcn and Romc

walking through. Rolne's liead was tilted , a smirk was plastered otr his face. Hc stumbled

towards Grayson bent to eye level, tl.re strong stench ofalcohol tan through Grayson's nose.

Grayson's face scrunched due to thc stcnch ofalcohol. Grayson turned his Jread to gct arvay frorn

the snrell but Rome grabbed Graysorr's I'ace ancl pulled it close to his f'acc.

"What's *hiccup* the rnatter love? Do you not like *hiccup* ure?" -fhe 
speech u'as

slurred. Scared ofbeing beaten agairr Gayson decided to play along and noddcd his head as a

response.

"l need a verbal *lriccup* response love *hiccup*" Ronre saicl with a big smile. Looking

down at tlre floor, Grayson was fidgeting with his fingers.

"lJ do l-like you R-Ronre.."Grayson said in a lorv tone olvoicc thcn looking up at Ronle.

Ronre tilted his head and jr.rst stared at hinr.

"Liar! I hate liars Grayson." Rorne saicl as ltis gaze greu,dark looking at the fi'ightened

boy.

"N-No, R-Rornc I do l-like you. I'tr not l-lying" Grayson said. tlcrnbling. (irayson sees

Ronrc struggle to stand up.



"l hatc liars grayson, and you.just licd to nrc " Romc says as lrc staggcrs torvards thc door.

"N-No..No I didn't R-Rorlc plcasc! Romc pleasc I-I want to go hornc.." Grayson cricd,

but it was too late. Rornc had alrcady lcft thc roor.n.

"[ ntiss Fclix..l wish I rvas at horrc.." Grayson cricd. Hc curlcd into a bal] and continucd

to cry. Days turncd into wccks and Romc hasn't con.re to visit. Grayson soon rcalizcd that Ronrc

wasn't coming back. Fading into thc darkncss Grayson was ncvcr to bc hcard Ironr again..



-gan B

What's Really Hidden in the Mountains

It started as a hike. Before the'"r,inter weather starts to roll in. we decided to hike one last fourteener for the

season, Mount Quandary. We never expected this to end our hiking season forever

Amaya is fumbling to tie up her thick. blonde hair into a ponltail in the backseat of the car. "Ugh. I don't

understand why we had to leave so early, it's not even light out yet, haven't you heard of Bigfoot? This is

definitely the time he'd be out." she said

"Scrrously Amay'a. Bigfoot'? I can't belier,c vou c\.cn think that'd be rcal." I said. "It's best to start no$ so

u'e can get offthe mountain quicker, the \r,eather app said it's going to stan raining at noon, do you really u,ant

to still be on the mountain when that happens?"

Amaya says "I guess not."

"Does everyone have their gear on? We should start heading up," Ella says

I open the car door. "Yep! Let's go guys, we should be back down in 5 hours."

We've been hiking for about 2 hours and I can see the peak olthe mountain just a couple hundred feet

up. I look up into the sky and I see the dark clouds a few miles away

"We'll be able to make it off the mountain before they roll in," I think to myself, but I feel a little uneasy

as we continuc to hike up.

All of a sudden I look straight ahead and see Ella trip on a loose rock and fall straight down on her

knees

"Ouch!" Ella yells with blood gushing out ofa cut on her knee.

Amaya immediately goes to help Ella and pulls her first aid kit out of her pack.

After Amaya cleans up Ella's wounds, Ella says "Guys I don't think I can finish, I can barely walk on my

left Ieg."

One day earlier. . .



"Really, Ella? We're so close to the top, you can definitely make it up," I say

"No guys. I definitely can't. You go on up and I'll wait here," Ella tells us.

Amaya sits down with Ella, "I'll stay here with Ella, I don't want to leave her alone, who knows what's

out here."

"Are you sure? I feel bad about leaving you guys dou'n here," I say.

Carter says "I don't! Come on, let's go up Megan."

"Okay," I say, "We'll be back in about 30 minutes."

Once we make it to the peak. I'm instantly grateful for choosing to finish the hike. the view of the

surrounding mountains is nothing like I'r'e ever seen before. it's breathtaking.

After taking pictures with our written sign that says "Quandary Peak. Elevation 14,271'* I tell Carter "

We should probably head back down and check on them."

"You're right, let's get offthis mountain." I say.

We make it off the peak, except once we get back to the spot where we left Amaya and Ella, they are

nowhere to be found.

Carter takes his glasses offand wipes them on his shirt, "Maybe they already started to head down," he

says

I think about it, "Yeah probably." l notice a blood trail ofblood going dou'n the trail. "Look! It's blood,

probably from Ella's knee. We'll just follow that, we'11 definitely find them."

We continue to follow the trail ofblood, except all ofa sudden the trail ofblood goes offtrail and heads

into the trees. "Well we need to lollow it, it's definitely Ella." I say

"I'll wait here in case thcy're still on the trail, you go on ahead to check if Ella's over there," says Carter.

"Okay''I responded. lt seems like a good idea, there's no service out here so it's best he stays there in

case he runs into them.

I follow the trail through the trees, except the farther I get, the thicker the trees get and I can barely see

any sunlight through the leaves. All of a sudden there's an open clearing, I walk into it and my jaw drops when



,n greeted with Ella's dcad body. I scream and run to her, as I get closcr to her I see that her body is covered in

huge scratches. I don't know what to do, so I run back to where I left Carter to tell him that there's something out

here on the mountain with us. When I get back to the spot, Carter is still waiting there like he said he would be.

I continue walking down the trail and Carter follows after me, "We need to go now." I say. not stopping

to talk to him

"Why what happened?" he says. "Where's Ella?"

I tum around "Ella's dead," I say, and I tum back around and keep walking.

"What do you mean." Carter sa1s. "Shc can't be dead."

"Well she is," I say, "We need to find Amaya, I don't knou, u'hat's out here."

All of a sudden we hear a scream in the distance, it has to be Amaya. lt sounds like it's further down the

mountain, so I start running down the trail. "AMAYA" I scream.

Carters running after me and he starts yelling for her too. We've been running for 5 minutes u,hen all of a

sudden I see Amaya, she's laying on the ground covered in blood. We run over to her and she's still breathing,

but barely.

"Amaya, what happened," Carter says. While putting his extrajacket on a deep cut on her leg.

Amaya managcs to get a whisper out, she says "Bigfoot."

"This is serious, Amaya, what happened to you," I say.

"Bigfoot." is all she says.

"We need to go, there's something out here KILLING people, and the rain clouds are almost over us. We

need to go now." Carter says while picking Amaya up and putting her over his shoulder like a potato sack

"Okay," I say, "Let's head dorm, it's only about a mile left."

We start walking down, slow and steady to make sure Amaya's not in too much pain. lt slowly starts to

rain. but I try not to panic. I see the parking lot through the trees and leel relief when I realize we're going to

make it out of here alive

"Look," I say, "Our car is right there, we're so close to getting out ofhere."



I turn around to check on Carter and Amaya. Carter looks like he's struggling to carry her. but I know he

can get her there, we're so close. All ofa sudden I look in the ffees behind Caner's head, and I see it. It's bigfoot.

Amaya wasn't lying.

I lower my voice to a whisper and say "Carter don't panic, but you need to walk faster. Bigfoot is right

behind you."

"That's not funny. Don't say that." Carter says with a concerned look.

"l'm being serious." I said.

I look back at where I saw Bigfoot and he's gone. When I tum around he's right in front ofmy face.

Before I can react, I see claws coming straight for my face. The last thing I see before the light begins to fade is

Carter and Amaya gefting scratched to bits right in front of me. "We were so close," I thought, and I closed my

eyes, feeling the rain begin to pour down.
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Enchanted Shadows

In a small, isolated village nestled deep within a dense, ancient forest, an eerie silence

hung in the air. The trees loomed like ghostly sentinels, their gnarled branches stretching out like

skeletal fingers. Locals spoke of a sinister legend that had haunted the village for generations: the

tale of the Phantom Woodsman.

On a chilly October evening, a group offriends gathered around a campfire, their faces

flickering in the firelight. Among them was Sarah, the village historian, who knew the legend

better than anyone. Sarah began the tale, her voice trembling u.ith apprehension. "Long ago, in

these very woods, there Iived a secluded woodsman named Elijah. He was said to have made a

pact u,ith the spirits of the forest to gain power, but it came with a terrible cost. One night, he

vanished without a trace, leaving nothing but whispers ofhis hostile presence."Nervous laughter

filled the air as the friends exchanged uneasy glances. One of them, Tom, scoffed, "Ghosts and

curses. Sarah? You're full of it!"

Just as Tom finished speaking, a faint rustling came from the nearby trees. Leaves fell

silently to the ground, and a cold breeze swept through the clearing. Sarah's voice grew even

more somber. "That's what they say, but some claim to have encountered him. Those who do

speak ofa shadowy figure who roams these woods, his glowing eyes the only visible feature of

his spectral form."The wind howled through the trees, making it seem as if the forest itself was

echoing Sarah's words. The group huddled closer to the fire, fear creeping into their hearts.

I



Suddenly, a voice, soft and ethereal, spoke from the darkness. "Sarah, you tell the story

so well." It was Lily, a new addition to the group who had arrived late. Startled, Sarah tumed to

her. "Lily, I didn't know you were so interested in local legends."

Lily smiled mysteriously, her eyes gleaming u'ith an otherwortdly Iight. "Oh, I'm very

interested, Sarah. ln fact, I've come to see if the legend is true." Before anyone could react, a

chilling gust of wind blew out the campfire. The forest fell into a hear,y, unsettling silence. In the

darkness, the $oup felt an unpleasant presence drawing nearer, and from the shadows emerged a

figure with piercing, glowing eyes.

"Who dares to seek the Phantom Woodsman?" The figure hissed .Panic gripped the group

as they realized that the legend u,as all too real. They had unwittingly summoned the spectral

entity. The figure, which appeared to be a ghostly version of Elijah, the woodsman, spoke again.

"The price for meddling in dark secrets is steep. Prepare to face your doom."

As the chilling specter advanced, the group's frantic cries frlled the night, but their fate

was sealed. They had unwittingly entered a world of supernatural horror, confronting the curse of

the Phantom Woodsman they had dared to invoke. The forest swallowed their terrified screams,

and the legend continued to haunt the village for generations to come.
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Bcnji wasn't surc hor,r, it had I'rappcncd. ()no m in utc thcy wcre on tl-rc bus,

waiting to bc droppcd o1{'to camp.'l'hc next, pir-rnetl against ri trcc, slor,r,'ly losirrg

consciorrsncss [i'om blood loss. Wl.rcrc hrLd t.hc vampirc conrc I'r'onr? l]t:nji didn't
knorv. W}rat bccanrc ol'tht: r'cst o1'tl'rc brrs'? Clonc, nrost had rrrn o1['ol br:cn catr,,-J'rt

by tl'rc vampircs. Bcn ji slurnpcd l.o t.hc qround as thc vanrpiro lcloasctl thcnr.

clizzy and l'ccling rvcak rind sick.'I'hcir vision was blurry, and t.hcy couldn't uovc
rr uch. 'l'hcy lreard a shrick, thcn a th u nk. 'l'hc.n thcy hcard a loud malc, voicc

yolling, thcn bclirrc thr:;, passcd out, Llrcy ltll thcnrscll'bcing lil'tcd. \\''hcn Bcnji

catnr: around, thcy r'r, clc layine or-r a cot ir"r lvhat sccrlc<l Lo bc a llrr nkct'. Bt:r'r.i i

slon,lv sat rrp, still I'ccling sick rrnd a littlc dizzy.'I'hc Iirst th ing thcy noticccl rrirs

thc girl (r,r,as she a girl? Bcnii couldn't rcally tcll) r,r,'ho was trslcc.p in a chair. Bcn.ii

sat thcre {br a momcnt, and thc sill bcgan to stir. Shc slo'r',,'ly opcnc<l lrcl c'.ycs,

and lookcd at Bcnji. "Oli, eood! You'rc awakc!" Shc smilccl and stuck hcr l.rand

out. "l'nr Mclika, but cvcryonc calls nrc \,likcy." Bcn.ii shook lrcr h:rrrd. "l'r'r'r

Ben.ji." Mikcy smilcd. "ls tha.t short ftrr anytlring?" Bcnji shook lhcir lrcad.

"Cooll How do you 1'ccl right nou,, Bcnji?" "A Iit.LIc tlizzy. All I rcmctr-rbt:t at'c thc

vampircs." Mikcy nods. "'I'l-rat makcs scnsc. Yott'rc rcally lucky you sttrvivcd."

Ben.ii and Mikcy both turn torvards thc door u,lrcn it opcns. A la.ll African

Amcrican boy walks in thc room. "Oh, .you'rc urvakc." Ho soundcd a lit.tlt:

anro.ycd. Bcnj i jrrst nudck:d. "Cascy, th is is Rcnj i." 'l'ht: bt.r.y, Cascv, j trs l. sl.alt:d' I r

was nraking Bcnji a littlc uncom ltrrtabk:, and Mikcy st:cnrcd to scnsc it. "Castrl'.

stop scaring him." Bcn.ii winccd. Tl'rcy ha.tcd ltcing misgcntlcrcd, but didn't r'r'anl

to say anything.'l'licy'n,crc ati'aid of'bcing judgcd. "\A'hatcvcr," Casc'Y gru nT blCd'



"Just help him clrangr: ar-rd gct hinr somt:thins to cat." (Jasc.y loavcs, ar-rd \,f ikc.y

siehs. "l'm sorry aborrt. t.hat, Bcnji. Cascv is a Iittlo rroodv." \,[ikoy holds orrl. hcr'

hand. "Cot'nc on, lct's gct 1,ou a shou,'cr lnd somc {bod.'' At. t.hc. nrcnl.ion of'Ibod.
Bcnji's stonrach grurnbk:s.'['hcy takc Mikcy's ha.r-rd and lct thcnrsc]vcs bc lcd to

thc showcrs. A{tcr thc shor,r,cr, Bcnji drcsscs in a sinrplc pair of s\ rcatpiLnts und a

hoodic a I'cw sizcs too big. Mikcy lcd tlrcr-n to thc dinir-rg hall, r,t''l-rcrc Bcnji atc a

bagcl. "Arcn't you goini{ to cat a nyth ing olso?" Mikcy asks gcnl.ly. Bcn.ii shakcs

tl'reir I'read. Nlikcyiust nods. A{tcr cating, Mikcy ta.kcs Bcnji and introtluccs thcnr

to I'rcr {j'ie nds. licyna,'n,ho r,r, as part Nativc Amcrican and not ali'aid to sho\,\,' it.

.f cssc, an Italian boy r,r, ith a gi I't in rnath and cocling. Dim itri. a lorrd girl rvlro livcd
in Grr:ecc most ol'hcr Iil'c a.nd studics mythology. Anontaly. a shy,

nr:urodivcrgcnt l(olcan boy u.ho lovcs books and tca. Bcn.ii u,as blon,n an.a.y b.y

thc divcrsity ol't.his group oI'kids. 'And all around nty agc lor.r,'Bcn.li t.hough1. to

thcrnsclf'. Cascy walks in thc room shortly altcr thc intlodrrctions arc {inislrcd.

Iivcryonc Ialls silcnt. "Alright pcoplc, gct it together. We Ibund anothcr ncsl.."

Ca.scy's voicc cchocd across thc loom. Bon.f i I'rad a i'cc)ing oi'drcad crccping up

thcir spint,'. "Ncst? As in, a ncst of vanrpircs?" llcnji's voicc r,r,as quict., yct lilnr.
Casoy lookcd a littlc surpriscd. "Ycah, how'd yoLr kno'"v?" Bcnj i d id n't wiurt to

sharc exactly why t.hey kncw about varnpirc ncsts, so thcy said, "l somctimcs

study vtrmpiros." Cascy nods. "Do you know a vampirc's r,vctrk ncss, ncu, boy?"

Bcnji had to supprcss thcir urgo to rvincc and corrcct Cascy. "Ycah, I tlo." "Narnc

thcm." Bcnii sighcd. "Wcll, holy r,r,atcr', lbl stai'tors. And vanrpit'cs cun'L r,r''a [k on

hollowcd ground. Thc stakc thlough tlrc lrcart, t.oo. Wood r'r,ot'ks }:cst Ibl tl-rat."

Cascy lilts an r,'yebt'orv. "You Iblgot garlic and t.l'rc sunlight.," hc said. Bcn.ii

shakcs thcir hca.d. "Ga.rlic docsr-r't'lr,olk. Ncil.l.ror docs sunlighl. At lca.st, not

anymore. Vampircs havc bccomc too advtrnccd 1'r'orn ycals of inbrccding." " ll uh?

Did you just say inbreeding! ?" Evcryonc looked shockcd. "Ycalr. It l-rappcntrd a

lot lrurrdrcds o1'ycars ago tl.rrouglr royal I a m ilics bccaltsc thcy didn't'l,r,ant anY

taintt:d blood in thcir linca.gt:. Vanrpircs pickt:d up t.hc habi1., and havtr.iust kcp t iL

goine." Anomal.y spokc rrp a Iittlc. "Wcll, is t.1'rcrt: anything othcr l han hc.rllon'

ground, holy watcr, and woodcn stakcs that can hurt. t.l'rotl?" Bcnji had to t.h in k.

"Ycah. A vcry spccilic rnix ol'blood." Dim itri and llcyna look at cacl-r othcr, ancl

Anomaly..|cssc, and Mikcy.iust st.and thcrc-, gaping. "ls that so?" Cascy sotltrdctl



its tlnconvinco(l ls lro lookcd. Bcn.ji norls. "Slrovv rrs thcn, ncr,r, bo.y." Anotltr:t'ttrgt:
to sclccch ovcrtook Ilcnji. but thcy slrovcd it dor.n,n. "\{tcll, I nccd 1.ht: llkrorl o['a

pig, ravcn, mousc! irntl cor,r'. And a blood bac.".f cssc nods. "l can gc1. you sonrc. '

Bcnji snrilos a littlc. "'Ihank you.".Jcssc smilcs back. "No problcr.r-r, Bcn.ji. I'll bc

back soon.".f cssc pulls or.r a.jackct and hcads out thc door. It didn't takc long fbr

.f cssc to gct back. Ht: n'as carr.ying ltrur bags ol blood, labclcd. and still r,t at'nr.

Bcr-rii lays out tho bags, and sct.s l.hc cmpty blood bag- upright.'l'hc1,calr:{itll.r' rrr ir
togothcr two clrps o('pig blood, an oi.qhtlr o1'a cup o1'ravcn bloocl, a f cu'drops ol'

rnorrsc blood, and fbrrl and ri I.r:i[1'crrps o1'cor,r,' blood. Bcnji rnixccl tl.rcm in a bou'1.

thcn tt'zrnslirrlcd tht: m ix turc into thc cmpty blood b.rg. "Thcrc. All clonc." Casr:.y

still lookcd skcptical. "Arc you surc th is rvill rt'ork?" Bcn.ji nods. "Positivc."
Cascy nods. "AIlight, lrrrt il'this rlocsn't'rr,ork..." "\'cah, I got it." (-'asc.l,iLrlrlt'rrssr:s

cvclybod.y. "Alright. pcoplr:. llct.yorrr gcar on arrd lct.'s go.'l'host: vanrpircs air)'t.

gonna hunt t.h<rrnsr:lvt:s." Ilvcrybod.y l'uns around, gclt.ing- on gcur and glabbinu

vials o1'holy wa.tor and woodcn stakcs. I)imitri helps Bcnii find gcar that lits
thcm, and is vcry cnthusiLrstic about it. "Oh my god, you'rc gonna lovc vam p ilc
hunting. It's t.his crazy t.lrlill, and such an amazin{ cxpcricnccl" I}cn.ji smilt:d l
littlc. Cascy calls r:vr:r'yb<>dy ovcl und g-oos ovcr tht: plan, n incty pclccnt oI r.r'hiclr

Bcr-rji wasr-r't listcning to. Whcn Cascv finisl'rcd, thcy hcadcd to Rc.yna's van oul

b.rck, and hcadcd to tht: gcnclal alca o['whcrc thc vampirc ncst is sprr:ad otr t.

Br:n.ii pr.rts thr: blood or.r Ll.rt: insickr ol't.hcir coat to kct:p it warrn, Anonralv r'r'as

hrrnr n.r ir-rg all o{ t.hc A ttat:k ( )n 'l'l tan opcnings to hirnscll u,h ilc t.hcv u t:t'c

driving. It wasn't Lr>o long bt:ltrlc thcy lt-'achcd t.hcit'dcstination. I1 rvas a

scc,lutlctl uroa a I'cw nrikrs tu.a.1, {i'onr a small villagt:. Flvcryotrc filcs silcnl.l.1'orrt ol'

tht: van, arrncd u'il.lr tht: vials ol'holy r.,'atur and thcil stakcs. llcn.ii r.r'ith thr:

blood.'fhcy all lirllow bt:hind Cascy, absolutcly silcnt. Ihcy u-anclcl at'outrtl lirt'rr

rvhilc, with no rcsults. But u'bcn Cascy stops suddenly, his fist in tlrc a ir,

cvcryonc's brcathing shi['ts. '/l',s happcning, 'thought Bcn.ii. In thtr silt:nt nigllt

air, all sorrnds catr br: lrr:tr'<1, incltrding thc blcathing thul scctrls lo bc contittg

ii'onr thc trct:s. 'No. nol. Iittnt thc ttt:cs.'fhc brcalhing is cclnittg l)rtnt tttt lttlt ttl'

l.hc LrLys, in Lhc branchc.s.'Bcn.ii slorvly opcns his.iackct, pulling ottl tht: bloorl

mixtrrrc and holtling it otrt. As soon ilri thcy do, tt vampirc comcs at tlrct.r,, (irngs

balcd. IJut llt:nji was |cad.y, lctting tho vampirc takc thc blood bag.'l'r't'o otltc|s



camc out o{'thc trccs a.n(l thc thrr-.c o1'thurn tlrank thc blood. Thcn thc vanrpin,s

start to witlrt:r and scrccch an aw{irl noisc, iirlling to tlrcir knccs. It tlirlrr't takc

lor-rg bcfbrr: lht: thrcc o('t.hc vampiros \\'clc rcducccl to no( h ing btt t ashr:s.

Ilvcrvor.t<: lookctl srn'prisr:d, Cast:y tlrr: tnost. "l lou tlid.\,ort knort tlritl u as !oinq
to r,r.ork, Bcnii?" Mikc.y's voicc r,r'ns snrall. "My dad." Bcn.li n,hispcrctl. '['hc.y cotrltl

lircl thc prcscncc ol'rnotc vampilcs. "lJ uh?" "Shh !" Ilcrr.ji put thcir'lingcl against

thcir n.roul.h. "'l'hclc's morr: oJ'thcnr." Casr:; u,alkcd Lo st.and bchind Bcn.ii. "llou,

do you knolv that?" Casc.y mul'ulurcd against thc shcll o{ Bcnji's oar. "[.rt.cr."

Bcnji'n hispcrcd back. Cascl.norls. Bcn.ii slorvly rolls up t.hcir slccvcs, ba it ing tht:

vampircs.'l'ht:y takc a lirw stcps t.or.rrards t.hc 1.rccs, 1.h<:ir alrns up ir.r 1.hr: air'. Bcn.ji

can hcat thc vampirc's raegcd brt:athing.'f hr:y kccp t hr:il arr.ns lil tcd, Llyir.rg to

l.cnrpt thc vaurpircs into cor.)ri11g tlou'n orrt ol'thc tlccs. And it u orkcrl. A l,orrngc.r

vampilcjunrps at Bcnji. Bcnjidodgcd. rolling undcr thc vampirc. Rcyna lctrctctl
quickly, tossing tlrc lroly waLcl on tlic vanrlrirc ar.rd lr:t1.ing it. crurrrplc to asht:s.

Thc group rnadc quick work clI'Lho rcst. o['1.hr: v.ultpir'os. \Arlrr:n tht:.y {in ishcd,

cvcr.yono \\'ils s\\:oaty and covcrccl ir.r disirrt.cgl'ato(l Yantl)it'c. CuscY rr irlkccl ovct'

to Bcnji. "So. ulc;,otr going to tcll ntc Itou .l ou kncu lllrl tltcrc u clc varnpirt;s irr

thc trocs, othcr than thr: Iirst thrcc that tllank youl b]ootl concoction?" Bcn.ji

stares at. thr:ir i'ect. "l'n.r..," Tho.y sigl'r. "l'nt Ital{'van-rpirr:. I can ntrturull.y st:r'rst:

vr-hcn otht:r'vampircs ar'rr ncar, and usrrirll.y hora,, r.nnnv as'r,r,cll." A lorrntl o1'

rrncor.r'rloltablcsikrnccscttlt:s. IJcnjiltlr:aks it. "Anri I'rr nonbinar'-r. So. il it
rr.ouldr-r't. bt: too mrrch, I'tl likc to bc callt:rl by t.hcv/thcnt plonouns." .Silt:nr:c. "Arc
you k idding? I Yotr tcll us .you'rc hall'vanr pilc and yorr th ink it'll bc tor> rn uclr lbr
us to cilll .you by propcr pr'onolrns?" Mikc.y yclls in a solt. o['hal{'sclt:r:ch. l.rall'

conccrncd and supportivr: r.r.rothcr yr:ll. Bcn.ji backs up a littl<r. "Bcn.ji, r.r c'll call

vorr by plopt:r' prolrou ns. ' Anomal.1' u h ispcls sot'th,. "\'t:u h l" Dinr itli antl Rr:r. rtr

sholrt in trnison. "'l'hanks Ibl tclling rrs, llt:n.ji." saitl.)t:sst:. Cascy stays tlrrir:t.

llcn.ji snrilcs sol1ly. "'f hank.you lll."'I'hcil voict: corlrcs oul. snrall, but. crlrics.
Anomaly yil.lr ns, ar1(l.Jcssc \4,raps his arnrs llorrnd hinr. "Alrighr, lct.'s go." Casc.y

says. Nobody argr.rcs rvith lrirn. instt-.ad Ibllorving bchind hinr. going back to thc

van. It.'s a silcnt lidc hon.rt:, tlrc onll.sounds bcing thc sorrrrds o['Anonrul1"s s<-r l't.

snorcs. \{'lrt:n thcy mako it lrack to thc bunkt:r, Anornaly and.Jcssc bo(lr cx<:ttsc

thomsr:lvcs antl hr:ad to bt:d. Dimitli and l{t:),na hctrcl 1.o thc back roonl to Plrt



av".ay ail o1'thc lt:{'tovcr vials ol'holy watcr iind stakt:s. T}rat lcavcs (Jasr:.y rnd
Bcnji togcthcr in an uncornfbrtabkr silcncc. Cascy l;r'caks filst. "So, lrall'vurnpirc.
huh?" Bcn.ii nods. "Do yotr drink blood?" "Sorrcl.irrrcs." Bcn.ii's voict: is sol'1.. "Not.

oftcn. but sonrt:tirncs." Crsr:y nods. " ort'ol'tr:r'r is not oltcn'?" "Aborrt lu'icr: a

),()nr', sornctimcs lcss." "[Jr.rh." Bt:n.iisighs ar.rd sinks irr to thc (:ou(:h. clfl'ling lrl]

into a ball. C)asoy sits dor,r,n in or.rr: o l'thc chtrils.'l'hr:.y sit in a conrlbll.ablr: silurrcc.

Bcn.ji cvcntually drilts ofI'to slccl.r on 1.hc couch. WIrr:n Bcn.ji lvakcs up in t.hc

urorning, thc.y'rr: not on tlrc couclr, but in ont-. o1'tlrr: rooms in tl.rc bunkur. Nol.

l.l.rcir loom, Bcnji rcalizcd.'l'hct'o r,t"trs a dcsk in a corncr', cluttcrcd n,ith pupcr and

ot hcr things. Arrd a tnrr.rk (plobabl.y rt hcrc thc cl<-r1hcs go). tsr:n.ii sa1. r rp. antl

lookcd around Itrr anything r:lsc. B tr t it Iookr-.d likt: t hr: dcsk. trrrnk. a ntl cot. t hcv

\t/crc on r{ct'c thc only pioccs 0l [irrnitu|c in thc cn l irt: roont. 'lt's nrinintalistic.

7'ltcrc arcn't cvctl picturcs.'Bcnji is brokcn out ol'l.hcil thoug-hls u,hcn tlrr:.y hcal
thc door opcn. Thcy look up and st:c Cascy sta.nding in thc doorvvay. "Morning.
Bcnji." Cascy's voicrc sortnds rorrsh. slccpv. "Good nrolning, Casc.v." Bcn.ji

trlulnblcd back. "NIikcy llrado bl'(:ak Iast. Shc car.r'l t:ook." llt:n.ji tiltcrl (.ht:il hcutl in

conl'usion. "Solly. I mcant, Mikcy is tlrc rvcllsl. cook cvcr." "Oh." 13crr.ji

rnumblcd. 1'l-rcy slowly draggcd thcrrscll out o1 1.lrc br:d l.nd stootl up. Oascy

tttrncd to walk back down thc lrall, and Bcnji lbllowt:d aitcr pulling thcir hooclic

on. Bcnji lbllon,s Cascy to thc kitchcn, u.hcrc Mikcy stands, \^'orkin!{ on...

pancakcs? Bcnji isn't rcalll,sulc. "\A-lrat trn: you rnaking. Mikcr,?" Vikc.r, trrlns
arotrnd. "()lr, hc.y Bcn.ji, Cascy! I'nr nrakins cggs." 'I.q,g:s ? 'l'h osc arc eggs'?'13cn.ji

shak<,'s thcrnst:l('otrt o1'tl'rcir thoughl.s. "Looks good, Mikcy." Bcnji rntrrlrblcd.

"Thanks, Bcn.ii!" Mikcy smilos and gocs back to cook ing. "11'r,r,,c lca vc now. \ /c

cnn llo out Ibr blcakfirst." Cascy's voicc is lo'r,r, in I]cnji's oar. "Lct's go, l.lrr:n."

Bcnji 'r,r'hispcrs back. Casr:;r takcs Bur.ii's hand antl lr:arls thcm out ol thc kitchcn

arrtl dou'r.t t.hc hall. Bunji linds thun.rs<rl['bcir.rg- led to a shir.rl'black r97o l)otlgr:

Challongcl T/A. "\{o'"r,... "'fhcy r.nutturcd. It rvas a I)rctty car, painto(l l slrirr.y

black with maLtt: purplc rac:ir-rg sl.ript:s.'l'hc int.criol r,r,as all dark put'plt: anrl

black. "Prcttv cool, huh?" Casc.y's voicc brought Br:n.ji out ol'tht-'ir thotrglrt.s.

"Ycal-r..." Bcn.ji nrunrblcs. Cascy nrovcs to opcn thr: passcngcr sidc door', and llcnii
climbs in. Casc), shtrts thc dool and gocs to thc othcr sidc o1'tl'rc car'. crlinrbing

into thc dlivcr"s scat and stat'tinu thc cat'. Cast:.y dt'ivr:s to \{tall'lc Hotrst:. atrtl



finrls trn ctnpty spot to park in. Bt:n.ii's iacr: lights up. "I Iravcn't br:r:n hcrc in
yt:ars!" Cascy laugl'rs. It's a sl.t'angt: sountl, and givcs Bcn.ji brrt.tcr'11 it:s. "r'{-r:ll,

conrc on." Bcnji scraml;lcs orrl. <ll thc cal and ['ol]orvs Crsr:y inl.o \A'alllc llousc.
'Ihcy Iind a booth in a clrrict. cornor', antl sit oppositr: Ii'onr r:ach othr:r. A u"a.itlcss

cotrcs n nd takcs tlrcir ordc-r's (and civcs Cascy a vcrv llirtu t io us wink), th cn got-.s

to tnakc thc 1bod. Bcnji didn't knovv wh.y tl'rcy wcrc so.it:alorrs ol'thc girl (thcrc's
Iroth ing 'n,rong r't''itl.r hat'tnlt:ss llir'1.ing) bu 1. hcr' llil t. i ng rnldr: llr:n.ii u ncorn Ibrl.ablr:

and a bit posscssivc (not that t.ht:.y r,r,r>rrltl cvcl atlntit tltat). \Arht:r'r thc n'aitrcss
tlisappcun:d togogct tlrc Ioocl. Bt:njiand Casr:y 1i:ll into light convc.r'sution.'I'rrrns

otrt, thcy had a lot in cornnrorr. Whcn tl.rc- r,vnitrcss brings t lrcil lbod ovcr, shc

hands a napkin to Cascy with hcr phonc numbcr on it. Bon.ii almost srrackod

hr.t'. Alrnost, bccausc thcy u,.t:r'r:n't dumb cnough to causo a sccr)c Iikc that fil.Lr
ridictrlous l'cason. Bcnji and (lasr:.y irt.c in:r comlbrtablc pctcr:, linishing lat.l'rcr

qtrickly. Whcn thcy wct'c dorrc, t.lrc.y tlrlc'r.v ar,r.ay thcir tlash,lnrl Br:n.ji crLrrghl.

Cascy sncakily tl-rrowing away thr: napkin r,r,ith thr: r.r,ait.rcss' nuntbcr on il..'Ihc.1'

rvalk back to Casc;,'s Challcnucr. Whcn thcv gct insidc and (last:v turns tho car

on, ,Sontcvt'hcre Otll.y V'c linov' l-l.y I(canc comcs on tl.rc rarlio. Ilr:n.ii hums a long

to thc sotrg sol'tly, and clocsn'1. nol.icc horv m uch Casc.v kt:t:1.rs qlancinrl at tlrcn).

Wl-rcn thcy sct back to t.hr: bunkcr', cvL'r',\ionc is in tlro'living rounr' pla) ir'lil

Monopol.y. And it's going aboul as good as you can inraginc. Anomaly svvcarinS

worsc than a sailor in I(orr:an rvhcn llcyr-ra rnakcs lrinT bankltrpt, Mikcy giggling a

littlc too much {br it to sound norrnal, iuld.lcssc tnaking rnort: nrt-rnc.y than

ar1yono. "fIhnr..." Bcnii ca.r.r'1. r:vr:n conrprt:hcnd rvlrat's lrappcning. !Vl-rr:n t)-rc.y

tnakr: a noiso, cvcryono turns t.or,r"l lds thcrn und Cascv. "()oolr. t.hc lovcbirds irlc
back ['r'om tl'rcir dartt:!!I" \''likr:.y tcascs. "H-].ruh?'' Br:n.ji's Iartl: Ilrrshcs a tomatc)

rt:d. ".Slrut up, Mikcy." Cascy nr unr blcs. Bcnji noticcs Iru rlocsn'1. sc<rm to nr ind

bcirrg callt:d a lovcbild. 'Ma.1,ln' hc likcs nrr:.'Bcnji thinks t.o t.lrcrnsclvcs. But thcl'
quickly dism iss thc thought. "Wanna join?".Jcsse cprcstions. Bt:n.ii sbakcs thcir
Irr:td, but Cascy strys, ".Strlc." li:n.ji takr:s a scat on tlrc corrclr lo r'r'atclr. antl Ciascl'

sil.s tlon,r-r on tl.rc lloot'in I'r'onl. ol Bcn.ji, and.ioins t.hc ganrt:.'l'ltt: sanrc llocs ol),

and or.t, and on. Bcn.ji's plctt.y stt t'c t.hcy dozt:d o[l'a Ii:rv t irncs drr t'ing 1.hc gatrtt:. I l.

onl.y cndcd rt,hcn.lcssc had allol thc r.nor)cy. All ol'it.. Bcn.iicorrltln't bclicvt:.lcsst:

had managcd to makc cvcrybody bar-rklupt urnrlgain all ol'thc rnoncy witlrorlt



cvcl'losing ernv hinrsclfl "That was,.. scarJ,/. And imprcssivr:." Ilcr.r.ji's voicc shirkcs

a lit.tlo orrt o{'purc sl.rock. "Whul. r:an I say?".f cssc shrugs. "l'rlr.jrrst Ihat good."

llcn.ji latrghs, holding thcir sidr:s rvhilc thoy cacklccl on ( hc corrch. A knock or-r l.hc

dr>or makcs cvoryor.re go clrrir:t. in an insta.nt. Ilvc'ryonr: st.ays absolrrtcly silcnt
whilc Cascy gots up to go answcr tl.rc door. Benji listcns <1uit:tly. Thc tloor clcaks

as it's opt-.ncd. "Yr:s?" Casc.y is annoyctl. "Hollo, is Bcnjarrin l'linal hclc?" A bca1.

ol'silr:ncc. "Who?" Cascl,still sounds.ulno)cd. Bcn.ii, thorrgh, is sitl.ing s1-ill'as a

boarrl on thr-.coucl,.'l'hc.1,knt:u, that voict:. That voicc rlr.nc rlilh scvcral llad

chilrlhood rrcmorics. "Bt:n.iernrir.r l-,ir.rar'."'l'l.rc voict: rcpcll.s. bclirn: tlcsclibing
Bcn.ji's appcarancc dou'rr to t.llc last dct.ai1. "Oh, vou nlcan Ilt:n.ji?" Cascy'

quostions. "Yes, that's him," Cascy comcs back to lhc liv ing roonr, thc pclsor.r

lbllowing bchind hirn. Bcnji slowl.y turr-rs thcir he:id Lorv:rrtls thc pcrson, {inding
it to bc cxactly who thcy thorrsht it was goine to bc. "Alr:xandcr'."'l'hc namc

Icavcs Bcnji's rnouth in a hiss. "Bcn.janrin," Alcxandr:r sa.ys irr lr:1.uln, ir snrug

smirk on his face. "How ha vc you bccn?" Be qji docsn't a nswcr. 'l'hcir ftrngs pokr:

out ovcr thcir bottom lip, thcil bnrathing laborcd. "Oh, so Lhat's hou, it's goirrg

to br:. Bcn.jarnin? Yorr can't t-'vr:n gr<rct your old boyli'icnd rriccly?" "Shut up.

\4'hat alc you doini{ hclr:'.2" Bcn.ii's voicc was dark, angr;'. "Ah, classic Bcn.ji.

aln'r.ys gcts straight to tht: poinl..'l-hc Covcnant \\'rurts.\'ou blck. Ilcnjanrin.'l'ht:r
bclicvc you to bc thcir bcs r assct.." A hall'hiss. hnl l snall lt:avr:s Bcn.ji's moLrth.

"Do not call mc him, I do not associal.t: r,r,it.h 1.hosc prorlourls. Antl I don'1. carc

what thc Covcnant tl-rinks, I ltrft lbl a. r'cnson." Alcxandct'laughs. "(lonro on. You

knorv bcttcr tl-ran that, Bcn.jamin.'l'l.rc Covcnant r.von't stop scnding spics aftcr
y<-ru rrntil you comc back and conrplctc your right oI'passagc." "Wh<.ra, hold up."

Mikcy's voicr,: cuts thlorrgh thr: tcnsc air. "\{hat aro }'olr tl,o orr about.? \4'hat is

thr-. Covcnant, und u,hat is a light of'passagc?" "Bcn.li sighs. "'['lrc Covcnant is a

glorrp ol highcl'ups that btsicall.y control thc vampit'c poprrlat.ion. arld a t'iB-ht ol'

pirssagc has to do with... killing an innoccnt." Br:n.ji rrurnblcd t.l.rc last part.
"H rr h?" Mikcy soundcd a.bsolul.cly corlftscd, and.Jossc', llc'.yna, and Ar-romaly.iiru s

wct'c all on tht-'IIoor, "What. tlo.yott tncan, 'an introccttt.'?" Oast:.y intlrrilcs.

AIt:xandcr chosc this 1.ir.nc to brr1.t. in. "An innoccnl. is a put'c child, prclbl'ably

young and unta.intcd by sin." li:n.ii is prctty surc hc san" it lt:n' l;rain cclls lirll or.rt

ol'Mikcy's car from arn inlbrmation ovcrload. "Yott mt-'atr, likt: a toddlcr." "()h.



no." Alcxandcr's Vilgirraian acccnt u,as crt:r:1.rine into his (vcr'.1 ar.rr-roying,

according to Bcnji) voicc. "An innoccnt is a ncr,vborr-r clrild.'l'hr:ir blood is alr,r, trys

tht: swcctcst." An<>rrraly I'rrirr tcd, .| cssc cat.ching h im. Iicyna anrl Mikcv wcrc
standing thclc, gaping. Cast:y rvas.iust st.arrrling thcrc, l;rrt Bt:n.ii rrorrJtl tcll hc

didn't k nolr, \'r'hat 1.o th ink aborrt rv hat hltl.jrrst bccn said. "Alt:rarrtlur..),oLt .lro

lrot rt'clcomc hct'c. Nor.r, lcavc." Bcnji ditln'1 botht:r' trying to hirltr t hc vcnom in

thcir voicc. "N{; svvc<-.t Bcn.jamin, don't. bc likc that." Bcnji htcl Lo lblcc t.hcil
tl-roughts away Ii'om Alr:xandcr's honc.y swt:t-.t voicc an(l to Casc.y's rorrgh

Louisiana acccnt.. "Yorr nccd to lcavc." Cascy said. "And rvlrat u,,ill yorr do if'l
tlon't lcuvt-'?" Casr:y siuhcd. "l don'1. knovv altorrt you, lttrt I don't l.hink yorr'd u,in
against Bcnji, il'this Covcntrnt calls Bt:n.ji tlrr:ir bcst assct." AIt:xandr:r balt:s his

Ianes. "Hc is r,r,cak 1.o rry char.r.rs." Bcn.ii r,otrld lbcl thc ulgc to Ical Alcxtrndcr"s

th loa t out bcco tn ing s tt'oltgor. "'f ht'y urt nt uch strongcr t.hatr Lhcy look. 'Ihat

rluch I can tcll." Casc.y's Louisianan accont was thick no'tv. Alcxantlcl laughs.
"Oh, rt:ally? And hts hc shovrn you.iust. how danscrorrs hc car) br:'?" Clast:.y shakcs

his hcad. "Thcy havurr't. ltut i['thcy u,ant. 1.o go at),ou, I'd lct t.hcr.rr." "You ntoan

.yorr r.r,'ouldn't mintl if'I jrrst l.olc I.ris l.hroiLl orrl. norv?" Bcnji's {act: lichts rrp.

"Strr<:. Go ahcad," C)ast:y tulns around. A snrilc lvoltl'ry ol'thr: (lhcshilc flat
sprcads across Bcnji's I'acc, and hc junrps at Alcxandcr. It took tlvo scconds llat
lbl Bcnji to tcar thc otlrcr varnpirc's thloat out, Alc-randt-'r ttrrncd in to a pilc ol'
ash alter blccding otrl. a lil.tlc fi'orn his r,r,orrnd. Cascy lcl't and rrlnrc back r,r'ith a

bt'oom and dustpan, and Ilcrr.jiswcpl. up Lhc dcad virurpirt: antl rltrnrpcd hirn in tht:

tra.sh. Latcr that night, Bcnji rvas sitting in tht: gardcn on thc r'ool'ol'thc bunkcr.

abscntly chcr.r'ing on nrint lcaves.'l'hc.y ditln't noticc Cascy rrnl.il hc r,r,as sitting
nc\t to thcm, tu,o borvls ol'icc crcanl in his hands. "Hcrc, Bcn.f i." "'f hanks." Bcn.ii

tak<rslhciccct'oatrtbcingoll'crcd.'.lhc-\,rvclcplcasar.rtll'sLrr'prisr:dtoIindthatit

r,r''as m int clrocolatc chip, thcir lirvoritc. "(iast:.v, irrc yol.r tclcpal.hicr ol
solncthing?" Bcnji askcd. "What clo you nroun?" Bcnji motions Lo t.hc icc crcanr.

"Mint chocolatc ch ip is my lavoritc. You rnust bc ablc to rcad nrirrds." Cascy

larrghs his dccp, rich laugh, giving Bcn.f i buttcrllics. "No, I can't rcad rrinds. But

['ll rt-'mcmbcr that." Br:nji and Casev sit toi.Jcthcr in a comltrt't.ablc siloncc fbl a

r,r,'hilc. Cascl,brcaks thc silcncc. "Hcy, Bt:n.ii, I got sorlrcthing Lo Lt:ll1'orr.." Bor.ii

looks torvards Cascy. "Ycah'.2" Cascy rubs thc back oJ'his ncck. "tJIrnr..." A solt.



sigl'r lcavr:s Ca.scy's lips. "l Iikc.you, Bcn.li. A lot. And I lvanl.crl to ask il.you r,vould

l;c tny paltncr'." Bcnji's facc Illrsht:s. "\-otr r.ncern.. .) ou u'an1. mr: 1o l>c yorrl lovr:r"?"

Cast:y nods. A smilc split.s across Br:n.ji's Iacc. " l'd lovt: to bc yorr r partncr'. thcrr."

Ca.scy snrilcs too, and lt:ans lbln alrl.'f hcy sha.rt: a swcot, sol't kiss, bcJ'<rlr:

brcaking apart, both rcd as tor.na{.ocs. Tl.rcrr tl-rc.y look up rvhcn cvcryonc walks
outsiclc, cl.rccring loudly. "Iir-rallyl It took yorr two k>ng cnorrglr!" N{ikcy shorrts.

Cascy ar.rd Bcnji both snrilc zrt cnch ot.lrcr'. thcn lr:luctantly'allo'rv thcnrst:lr.,r's lo bc

draggctl back inside tu cr:krbratc.

Rct:p ! Bccp ! Baap !

Bcn.ji wakcs up vvith a startlc, lioaling thcir rnothcl ycll Ii'onr downst.airs "l}crr.ii,

lronc.y! (ict upl You'r't: Ircadcd to sunlmcr crrntp lodly, r'cntcntbcr"? I don'1. lvant
you to bc Iatc lbr thc busl"

The End



Futuristic of the underworld
by. Heather E

1 2th g rade

They hate being Hades'kids.The kids hate Hades's reputation When the kids

were younger, they got bullied. They were full of emotion. Tyler is a wacky 10 year old

girl. However, she has ADHD, dexlisia, and autism. Her brother Alex is very quiet. On

the other hand is a devious little 5 year old . Their mom left them when they were

only 8 and 3 years old.

Even though Hades'kids had a messed up childhood, they still had an

enormous amount of self confidence. The underuvorld is a dark place similar to

a teenagaers mental health. When you are looking for them they will be in a dark,

creepy alley

Tyler sard, "why do we have to live with someone who is out of his right mind."

Although she said that, she loves him either way. When her brother was 3 she

remembers how her mom told her to look out for Alex. He always had to be watched

carefully because he is a lot like their dad.

"l want to be with mom, she is nicer than you." said Alex.

Because of this, Tyler said, "You know why mom left, she got arrested because

she killed someone."

When they were done arguing it was time for the school of the wicked This is so

villain's can go to school, and have an education on "their" people Tyler always gets in

fights and if she gets in one more fight she will be as squashed as fast as her mom was



killed. Alex's school was not necessarily the best school either. when they both have

lunch they have Menudo and fresh chopped eyeballs.

Tyler went up to the lunch lady and said, "When will we eat real food again?,,

The lunch lady growled and said, "We will once we drink your sweet and dirty

blood."

"THERE lS NO WAY YOU ARE DR|NK|NG [/Y BLOOD," said Tyterl

Once she went back to class she got a call from her father.

Her father said, "Why are you terrorizing the lunch lady's again?"

Then she said, "they were terrorizing me, you are the WORST FATHER EVERI"

Alex just got on the phone and said, "Why do you not believe us father?"

"Once again," the father said, "You guys are like your evil mother so I don't trust

you."

Although Tyler is like her mom she still has a heart. When she gets caught with

her phone, she has to go and have 10 people drink her blood , 5 people whip til she

bleeds, and 3 days of detention. Tyler likes to look at her mom's old photos that she

gave to her when she was her age. Her dad really hates it. Her brother on the other

hand likes to look and touch his dad's ember that takes people's souls.

When he brought his dad's ember to school he took 10 classmates' souls, 5

teachers'souls, 3 administrators' souls, and 2 upperclassman's souls. On the other

hand he may not think anything of it; he might just have an issue with those people

"Hades' is the type of dad that thinks he's not rude to them , but he actually is."

Says Tyler and Alex.



The kids sneak out and Hades'didn't think his kids were gone. When he went

upstairs, he noticed that the kids were not there. The kids thought they were in the

clear, but they didn't realize that their dad knew they weren't there. They went inside

and Hades' caught them and they got grounded for 2 weeks. Tyler and Alex went crying

upstairs, and they went to their comfort objects from their mom like their photos.

Even though they like that comfort object, the dad took it away for two weeks. ln

the dark and gloomy room their vampire friend helped them sneak out. They both said

yes, let's do it. When they did it, they almost got caught. Although Hades' seems crazy,

he's just misunderstood.

Tyler and Alex both said to each other, "l hate dad. He took our pictures of mom

to help calm us down."

Their vampire friend said, "Maybe he's just misunderstood."

They both said in unison, "Are you serious. He just hates that we both miss

mom."

"You guys should get back." Said the vampire friend, "so you don't get more

time."

"Whatever," Tyler said.

When they got back they realized they should have gone through the window, so

they didn't get caught. The dad caught them.

He said, "you just added 3 weeks and a week of eyeballs to eat."

They both said, "Why is this so unfair."

They both stomped angrily to their room and went to bed. When they woke up,

they hopped out of bed before their dad and went to his room, grabbed the ember and



mom's serpent to bring to school. Then they headed off to school to go steal people's

souls and start something.

Tyler said, "l'll set the fire in the bathroom and start a fight for no reason."

Alex said, "l'll take people's souls.

They were both off. They first started with the fire and fight She went to the

princtpal's office after the fire was out. Then after Alex took 50 souls in the school he

went to the principal's office.

When their dad went to the school, they knew they were going to be in more

trouble. Although they worked hard in school, it's time for them to find a new school.

Now they are off to home.

Their dad says, "Now you are up to three months and eating chopped eyeballs

for 3 weeks."

Fast forward three months they realized that they were in the wrong for trying to

take advantage of a single parent. Although they thought it was fun to say that they hate

being Hades' kids, they love him more than ever now.



Gyston C

l2tl' grade

Figures & Skinwalkers?
Why are they just standing there like that'J I wokc up in rny car in the middle olthe roatl.

I gotta stop sneaking out. My moms going to kill mc. It's about one in the morning and ver v ve ry

dark rvith.iust the streel lights as ur1' onl-r, sourcc of'ligh1. Even r.vorsc. ml car barcly has anv sas.

I gotta get liomc. I put the car out ofpark and into dlivc and I starled to cruise do\\n rhe street.

Being out so late at night there are barely any cars around. It tends to scarc you a littlc bit

knorving tlrat anything bad could happen because ofhou,quiet. dark and lif-eless it is. Er,cr1'sto1.r

sign. stop light, orjust turn into a difterent lane anybody'can come up onto ),ou ancl all vou can

heal is your car and the blinking of your turning signal. I livc about thirty minutes aw,ay l'ronr

wherc I was so it was goma be a drivc to get home. I take my llrst turn to get on my route back

home and I stop at the lighl while it turns red. I never undcrstood u,hy a ligl.rt u,oulcl turn red

whcn there's no cars turning or conring liom a dillcrcnt side to uherc thel can hit mc.

While I was at this Iight a car pulled up ncxt to nre. At flrst I didn't think an1'thing of it.

but then as the light turns green the car swerves and almost hits nry car. I had to slam on thc

breaks not to hit this guy. What a dick. I continuc to keep on drir ing. as ilthe first thing \\asn'l

bacl enough. While I was driving about thirty-five nrilcs per hour. someone or sornething rLrnttinu

started running up to my car window and the man started slatrntil.tg on my windshield.

I start spceding up to get away fiom this thing. What a wcird night I need to get llolnc

s6on. I'nt Iinally about ten minutes arvav ti'onr nrv lrouse. So rvhile I'm on thc highrvav to gct to

my last turn I stop. Thcre's sonte ueird figurc standing in thc middle of the round.just stalttling



thcre not moving mv headlights shining into its enrpty cl,es. I horrk a couple timcs but ir doesn't

move. [t actually starts to move closer one step at a time.

It starts to pick up speed damn near sprinting towards my car. I put my car into reverse

and reverse back as fast as I can. I then hit somcthing and I stoppcd. I looked fbrw'ard again and

the ligure was gone. I got out of my car to sce what I hit. It was a girl. a rcally 1,oung gir.l. Oh

god what the hell. I pick up the girl's body and I make sure she's still breathing and she is.

Thank god. I put her in the back seat ol'my car and started to drive to the nearest

hospital. Befbre I could even put the car back in drivc tlre figure u,as back in front ofnrl car. It

starts to point at the Iittlc girl in the back of my' car. I Iook back and she's gone. I tlien look

tbrward and tlre figure is gone as well. God, I nrust be drunk. I linally got home. I put nr1 kc1 in

and enter nry house. As I walk in I see my mom sitting in the living room.

Oh hcy ma somy i snuck out again. but i'rn home snl'e and sound. M1'mom slo\\'ly'turns

her neck towards me with a huge smile. LJhh nlorn arc you ok. Her surile keeps gctting widcr and

wider like her facc is about to break. Ok, I'rn sorry. Shc slowly gets up and starts n-rnning

towards me. I tum around and sprint up the stairs and run into my room and shut the door and

Iock it.

There was a loud bangging right wten I closed it. I started to barricade nr1'door rvith nrv

bed and rny desk. Then the bangging stopped. What the hell is going on? Honey. come on out.

What's wrong? Are you ok? I hear my monl say. Yott're not l.lty mom, who are you, what arc

you? 1'hen nty room starts to sltake while a bunch ol'dcmonic voices stafi talking all artturtd thc

roor.n. I start to scream and my door bursts open and the lights suddenly go out.



The "Thing" in the Woods

lhafu.tUr.t T
l7{1r onlJA\

lr |] ,\
i ilt 4//r1t:\^) )

"What is that?!" I said looking at a tall dark figure. lt was a normal day as any other, going to

school doing my homework, talking with fnends etc etc. But, today was different the air felt

heavy on my body as if something was weighrng me down, I of course just shrugged it off and

thought nothing of it. As i arrived home i hopped out the car having casual talk with my lvlom

about my day, the usual as we went instde the house i started my daily routine of dropping my

backpack in my room, changing into more comfortable clothes, getting a snack and watching tv

before starting my stack of homework i had to do. " Man i hate ap classes". I said to myself

watching T.V, eventually i drifted off due to the stress and tiredness the school day had brought

me. I woke up some hours later not knowlng what time it was, sleep marks all over my face,

sweaty, mouth dry, The usual for after school naps. I got up off my bed stretched got a glass of

water and walked out my room. As lwalked down the hall to go see my parents i felt that same

heaviness I had felt earlier that day at school, I thought to myself "l've never felt this way before,

am lcoming down with something?" lcontinued walking to my kitchen and once i got there i

read our oven clock "5:30", "Pretty good power nap I took". Once in the kitchen i walked over to

the sink to wash my hands, As I was washing my hands I looked out our kitchen window whtch

faces a very ominous forest due to the huge amount of land my parents owned. Continuing to

look out the kitchen window i noticed a dark black figure dart across the tree line, my heart

jumped. I scanned the treeline to see if i would find the figure again, of course seeing how fast it

was i couldn't make out wether it was a animal or a human. " What the hell was that?!" I began

to say " What was what?" my dad said just arriving home from work. " I saw a black figure or

Something dart between the trees" i said. "Probably a Squirrel or some other small animal" Ir,4y

dad remarked. " but it was really fast, usually with a squirrel i would have been able to at least

see its tail but isaw a black shadow then nothing". " Stop worrying so much" he said "you



overthink things so easily son". I chuckled "yeah you're probably right" i said walking out the

kitchen. As the nigh whined down i was sitting outside on the deck of my porch on my phone

just scrolling mindlessly enjoying the breeze and nice atmosphere of the night. A dark figure

skates across my periphery as icontinue scrolling. l\rly head shot up and i stood up, heart

beating, chills began running through my body and ifelt that same feeling i had felt throughout

the day but this time it was stronger and almost as if it was drawing me towards the woods. I

began walking towards the woods and as if i wasn't controlling my own thoughts or body

anymore i began sprinting towards lhe treeline and then darkness fell over me. I woke up some

time later realizing i had passed out, i slowly got up and looked around the cold hitting my skin,

then i heard this loud screech and saw that same dark figure between two trees staring at me.

Ir/y heart began to beat even faster than before as the figure approached me and hovered over

me. " What is that?!" staring at a tall dark flgure. lt bent down towards me and screamed once

again and thats when i realized its face it was direct replica of me. As i continued staring into my

face memories started flooding my mind from a time i was at my lowest. I had shut these

memories out long ago and then realized once again that this wasn't a monster il was a creature

of past pain and failures.



Nevaeh Ft

12th grade

The Haunting of Moonlight Manor

Late at night, the wind howled through the old, creaky house as shadows danced on the

walls. A group of friends gathered around a flickering candle, eager to share spooky stories.

"I've got one," said Emmy, her voice trembling with excitement.

"Legend has it that in this very town, there's a haunted mansion hidden deep in the

woods. They say it's cursed, and anyone who dares to enter never retums the same." Emmy says

with confidence.

Mark, Emmy, Alice and Aide huddled closer, their eyes wide with both fear and

anticipation.

"But that's just a story, right?" whispered Mark, trying to hide his unease.

Emmy grinned mischievously. "Only one way to find out," she said, as the group made

their way towards the eerie woods, their hearts pounding in their chests.

The moon cast an eerie glow as they approached the mansion. With each step, the air

grew colder, and a sense of foreboding filled their souls. As they reached the front door, it

creaked open on its own, inviting them inside. Hesitant but curious, they entered the mansion,

their footsteps echoing through the empty halls. Strange noises echoed from the depths. The

friends stuck together, their nerves on edge as they explored room after room, each one more

unsettling than the last. Suddenly, they discovered a hidden library filled with dusty tomes and

cryptic symbols. The pages whispered tales ofan ancient curse that befell the manor, casting a

shadow of darkness over its inhabitants.



"Maybe coming here wasn't a good idea." Whispered Mark.

"Don't worry! It's just an old mansion." Emmy whispered with confrdence,

They leamed of a forbidden ritual that took place in the manor's grand ballroom, lvhere the

spirits of the past were summoned and trapped within the walls. The friends realized that by

entering Moonlight Manor, they had unknowingly become part of the haunting, bound to the

manor's secrets forever. As they continued their exploration, they stumbled upon zurother hidden

room, its door covered in strange symbols. Inside, they found a collection of old photographs,

revealing the tragic fate ofthe manor's former residents. The photographs depicterl a sorrowful

bride, a groom consumed by anger, and a ghostly figure lurking in the background. Each image

told a haunting story oflost love, betrayal, and revenge. The friends couldn't help but feel the

weight of the manor's dark history pressing upon them. ln their quest to uncover the truth, the

friends stumbled upon the manor's underground catacombs. The air grew colder, and the

flickering candlelight revealed ancient coffins lining the walls. Whispers echoed through the

walls as the spirits of the past beckoned them closer. They realized that Moonlighl Manor was

notjust haunted by restless souls, but also by the evil force that had cursed the manor long ago.

Suddenly, a gust of wind blew out their candle, submerging them into the ,larkness. Panic

set in as they fumbled for a light source, their hands trembling. And then, they hezrd it-a low,

haunting laughter that seemed to come from all directions. Their hearts raced as they desperately

searched for an exit, but the mansion seemed to have a mind of its own, twisting and tuming,

trapping them within its walls. There was a subtle laughter coming from each direction. The

laughter grew louder, echoing through the halls, as the friends realized they were not alone.

Shadows danced and whispered, and ghostly figures materialized before their eyer;. The friends

screamed in terror, their voices blending with the eerie laughter. Butjust as all hope seems lost, a



beam of moonlight pierced through a cracked window, illuminating a hidden door. With a surge

of adrenaline, they sprinted towards it, their fear giving them strength. Bursting through the door,

they found themselves outside, gasping for breath in the cool night air. The haunted mansion

stood behind them, silent and still. As they caught their breath, they exchanged relieved glances,

knowing they had escaped the manor.

With their hearts pounding, the friends made a daring escape from the manor, vowing

never to retum to Moonlight Manor. As they emerged into the moonlit night, they couldn't help

but feel a sense ofrelief and gratitude for their risky escape. The haunting of Moonlight Manor

would forever remain etched in their memories, a chilling reminder of the darkness that lies

hidden within the woods.



Trey T
Add ress:
Phone N,
Age: 17
Grade: 12th

Thc Hungry Hungry Pumpkin

At nridniglrt the ptrrnpkin ate the kid. Horvever the kid u,as nol killed. he rvas rrappecl. EngLrlt'cd

b) the monster tllat consutttcd him. Afier hours passcd cranrnrcd insidc the lnot)strous punrpkin- the sun

rises yet it is still dark for the kid. By noon the kid rvas repomed missing and a search parll,rvas issuecl by

the police deparlnrent ofSquashville. While organizing the search pamy. the sherill'announccd."lt's a

stnall torvn so hc coLrldrr't have gone tar. I r,,ant everYone to search until \e lind this kid." Alicl sealchirrg

all da1,, thele rvas still no sign of the kid.

As tlle sun started to fall. the sherifTwas checking thc pulnpkin field. Hc rvalked past ro\ys and

rows of purnpkins, and not a sign. As he was checking thc last rorv, he sarv a shoe. This shoc was ton't Lrll

likc it rvas ripped apart bl sharp. nrassir,e teeth. The kid sas inside thc purnpkin light lext to thc shoe ancl

the sheriff'. Thc kid could hear the sherit'fspeaking ancl calling othcr pcople to his location. Ihe kid tricd

to scream for help bLrt no sound rvas heard b1'the sherifl. The kid tried pr.rnching out but couldn't. I'herc

were nrany people surrounding the pumpkin and the shoc h'ying to lind any clues to wlrere this kid coLrld

be or rvhat had happcned. The kid rvas still screarning and banging lirl help. he continued until therc u'as

no onc around. Alier anothel cold night inside thr: punlpkin. the kicl was still hclpless. Ihe Shclifl'

colrtinued the search in the nrorning and hc rvas slill rrot lound. The shcrifTalso called in a detcctive to

investigate rvhat happened to the kid and rvhere hc coLrkl possibly bc. Afier a t'erv days ol invcstigating

and searching fbr thc kid, the cold winter stafied to con're and the scatch rvas called of1.

l-he colcl rr inter apploached, still no sign o1'the kid anrlrrherc. It is tulning lo \\irrter attcl thct'c is rt

nta.jor snorv storrn approaching. The tcrnpelature dropped to l0 degrccs overnighl and cantc a blizzard

that coveled the rvhole tou,n in a fbot ofsnorv. More and nlore sno\\ rvas added over the \\'eck. I'orvards



the end of the rveek- there rvas close to trvo t'cct ol'snotr.'l he kid u,as st ill stuck inside the pLrnrpkin.

warlrl but trapped. The kid eventually f'ell into a deep sleep and rvoke up after the rvintcr. Bl that tintc. 6e

had becorne onc rvith tlre purnpkin. All his bod.,- cxccpt his head rnanaged to escape the purrrpkin.

beconring a pLrrnpkin ntonstcr. hungrl lbr r.evengc.

As the snorv finally clcared fi-orn tlte tou,n aficr.thc snitrvl, u,ilrtcr. florvers began to bloorn. l,il-c

started to appear and people stafted to go outside nrore. kids starlcd playing in the tlelds. l'he pLrnrpkirr

lnonster decided to eat more kids to stafi his r-evenge. l lc fjlst ate one kid then after a rveek anotllcr. tllcn

attothcr. Week after rveek, arrothet kid is gone. Aticr thrcc rveeks. the sheriffhad cnough. The sherill'

decided to tlnd out rvhat is nraking thcse kids disappcar. I'hc shcritl'decitlecl ro use a kid ro bait orrt thc

l])ollster. 'l'he sheriffasked for volunteers on this plan and to his surprise he got a kid to hclp. Ilis plan

was to send the kid out in the field and rvatch him and anvthing for anv explanation lbr the kids

disappearing. 
-l'he 

sheriff rvatched liom af'ar. but once the kid got lirl enough out in the field. he

disappcarcd.'l'hcrc ''vas no sign ofany nronstcr, or anv explarration fbr the kid disappearing. l'lrc slrclil'l'

tlecided to 8,o into the fleld to find ansu,ers, but there rvas no sign ofthe kid or an),/ rnorrster. The sherill'

decided to leavc and conre up rvith a new plan. This plarr was to set a curlew fbr all pcoplc irr tllc town.

Afier another rveek, this plan was in action and cveryone \\,as at honle, asleep bv nightlall. But or)c da!'.

another kid rvas rnissing. The purnpkin nronster lrad nranaged to get a ke) to a house. and had snuck in

and ate a kid.

'l'he torvn was in uttef chaos becausc ofthc nrissing kids. The sherifFhad one last p]an. gatlrcr

ever),one in the town hall on the night ofthe next attack. A week later, on the night ofthc attack, tlre lo\t0

hall rvas locked rvith everyone. including thc shert'l'fhe shcritTrvent to his ollicc and a ltu ntitttttes

later, the pumpkin nronster caurc ir'lto the towr hall. 'l hc prrrnpkin nror'rstcl ate ever)onc in the htrilding.

The purnpkin uronstcl walked into the sherill-s otlicc. Ihc purnpkin nronster took the punrpkin oll lris

head and revealed hirnself'. He was the sherit'fs son. Thel he let the evil purnpkin eat the sherill his

t'ather.
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Thc sun glistcncd thror"rgh thc clouds on a frigid autumn nrorning; Daurian ntadc his

daily, tcdious trck to school. Thc crisp lcavcs crunched bcncath his lcct as hc walkcd past tlic

houscs. cach lrousing its own stolics.

Mr. Drakc's housc is always thc onc Damian passcs first. His lawn is always imrnaculatc,

with not a singlc wccd in sight. Hc livcs an isolatcd lifc but docsn't sccm to ntind. Occasionally,

Danrian sccs Mr. Drakc's grandkids playing in thc fiont yard, kicking around a socccr ball or

tossing a football. Today, howcvcr, it sccmcd that Mr. Drakc was homc alonc.

Danrian haltcd oncc hc arrivcd outsidc and wavcd to Mr. Drakc. who wavcd back frorn

his porch. Then, Damian continued his walk to school.

The next stop was Mr. and Mrs. Shirleys' l.rouse, which had seen better days. The paint on

the outside ofthe housc was peeling. and wccds rvere a f'r'equcnt sight in thcir yard. Thcy stopped

being seen around town much or outside their lrome when theil son died last ycar. Evelyonc

believes they killed hinr. Damian doesn't think Mr. and Mrs. Shirley did. Their son was a close

liiend of Damian's. He would'r,e loved a f'all day like this.

Creuk. Dantian heard as hc u'alked past thc house of his liiend. Thcn, he heard it again.

He slowly tumed around to see wherc it was coming f,ronr. The fcnce to Mr. and Mrs. Shirley's

backyard is open.

"Mrs. Shirlcy')" Datrian called out.

No ansrver.

"Mr. Shirley?" He called out this time.

Still, no one answered.

Darnian slowly walked down the side yard into the backyard, trying to figr:re otlt what

lrad opened their gate. Bung. Bang. Bang. Damian stopped in his tracks. Thrce loud bangs
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cchocd through thc air fror.n liis dcccascd fricnd's backyard. Cauttously. Darnian conrinucd

through thc sidc yard to thc backyard. His hcart thuurpcd violcntly; It fclt likc it rvas conring out

of his chcst. Thc hair on his ncck stood up as hc slowly approachcd thc noisc. Oncc thcrc, hc

noticcd thc trap door to tlrc bascmcnt was opcn.

"Hcllo'?" Damian whispercd oncc hc arrivcd at thc rickety cntrancc to thc bascmcnt.

"Damian?" A voice called out from bclow.

Thc voicc soundcd tircd and in pain. lt was a voicc Danrian kncw all too wcll. A voicc hc

hadn't ltcard in a ycar. A voicc hc last hcard on Octobcr l3th. IIis deccascd fricnd. Logan

Shirley.

"Logan?" Darnian called out, f'eeling all sorts of different emotions. lle's dead, Dan.rian

thought to hirnself, this can't be real. He's dead, he kept repeating to himself in his head again

and again.

"Help." The voice said to Darnian. Damian oould see the person. It was Logan, with his

hazel eyes and brown hair. He's dead, Darrian thought to hirlself again.

"This can't be real, you're dead." Danrian said to his friend. Logan looked disheveled and

rnalnourished. A chain u,as attached to his ankle. which lastened him to the brick rvall.

"l wish I was." Logan responded, "Get me out ofhere. Please."

Danrian walked around tlie backyard, Iooking tbr anything to undo ths chains attached to

his fiiend. Then, he lieard footsteps fiom the side yard, hcavy fbotsteps. Damian quickly hid

behind the shed and watclied as Mr. Shirley canre around the corner.

"How'd you open this door?!" Mr. Sliirlcy screamed at Logan, "You'll ncver get out of

here! You're suflering here forever lbr what you did! Thcn, he slammed the door shut and went

back inside through the back door.
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Damian slowly ntadc his way back towards thc door and liftcd it opcn. Thcrc, hc sarv

Logan crying on thc g[ound. Hc rvas covcrcd fronr lrcad to toc in bruiscs and ntarks.

"Darnian?" Logan painlully whispercd.

"Ycah," Hc rcplicd, "I'm gonna try to gct you out ofhcrc." Thcn hc slowly cntcrcd thc

bascmcnt and closcd thc door bchind him.

Thc bascrncnt was horrifying. Strangc stains wcrc scattcrcd cvcrywhcrc, and a tablc had

many diffcrcnt, intricatc torturc dcviccs laid out. Thcn. Damian hcard a crcak bchind hirn. Thc

door was opcning.

There stood Mr. Shirley with a crazed look on his facc. He wore an apron and a belt

adomed with knives and other brutal weapons.

"Hello, Dar.nian." Ile said while he slowly entcred the basenrent and closed the door.

"You should stay arvhile, we do have roonl for two."

Mr. Shirley slowly rr.rarched torvards Danrian. Damian's hcalt'uvas pountling. Therr, thc

lights went out.

He heard the thurnp of Mr. Shirley's feet slowly come closer and closer. He f'elt Mr'.

Shirley's breath on his face. Then, it disappeared. l)amian slorvly pr.rlled out lris phone and turncd

on the tlashlight. A guttural grorvl echoed lionr behind the closct door in thc basenrcnt.

"Logan?" Dauriar.r whispered.

"Yeah?" Logan said liom behind Damian.

Darnian pointed the light behind him to see his malnourished fricnd sitting behind hirn.

He then Iooked around with his flashlight to llnd Mr. Shirley. He was gone.

Damian looked back at the closct door and asked. "What's behind that?"

"l don't know," Logan said slrakily, "l've trcver heard that noise befble."
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Logan tricd standing back up but couldn't support hirnsclf and lcll back down. Tlrc

grorvling from thc door continucd.

Darnian slowly walkcd towards thc door, thc lloorboards crcaking undcr his wcight. IIc

grabbcd thc handlc, and thc door flcw opcn.

A strangc bcast ran out of thc closet, up thc stairs, and out of thc bascmcnt into Logan's

backyard. Fronr what Daruian could sce, it had strangc flcsl.r-colorcd skin, scraggly limbs, a

promincnt spinc, and rows ofsharp, pointy tccth. Aficr his astonishnlcnt dissipatcd. Darnian

glanccd up.

"Logan, the door is open." Damian tumed around and rlruttered.

"Grab sornetl.ring off the table over tlrere and get me out of this then." Logan hoarsely

yclled to Damian.

Damian rushed over to the tablc and scanned the tablc fbr somcthing that could work.

Then, he saw the sledgeharlnrer. Darnian heaved the sledgehammer off the table and walked

over to Logan.

Logar.r watclied him and, befbre Danrian went to swing, whispcred, "Bc careful plcase."

Damian nodded his head. I-lc brought the sledgehamnrer down over his hcad at thc chain.

Clank.The chain broke. Damian pulled Logan offthe ground and canied hinr out of the

basement. He set Logan down outside and heard leaves crunching behind him. That thing was

cscaping through thc rvoods behind Losan's hor.rse. Then, a voice called out lionr the side yald.

"Damian'I" An oldcr nTan called out. Hls volcc soundcd breathy like he had been running

Darnian looked down the side yard and saw the man.

"Mr. Drake?" Damian sard, tbllowed lry a siglr of reliei.
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Danrian turncd around and lookcd back towards thc lorcst. Whatcvcr that thinq \\,as

vanishcd. Mr. Drakc ran towards Darlian as fast as his old, ft'ail Icgs could.'l'hcn, hc sarv Logan.

His facc tumcd into a rrix of confusion and horror.

"Logan," Mr. Drakc stuttcrcd whilc hc spokc, "1...1 thought you wcrc dcad."

"That would'vc bccn bcttcr than thc hcll my parcnts put ntc through," Logan rcspondcd.

Danrian grabbcd his phonc, callcd 9l I , and told thcnr thc situation. Thcy camc spccdiJy

and got thc infornration frour Logan and Damian. Thcy didn't tcll thcm about thc crcatLrrc.

though. That would stay bctrvccn Damian and Logan. Thc cops scnt out an APB lbr Logan's

parents, speciflcally his father, who had vanishcd once the lights werrt out in thc bascnrcnt. That

APB would go unanswered. Logan would ncvcr hear fio:n his parents again, which rvas all fbr

the better. Maybe now his days would always be sunny; That was his hope, at least.


