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Smart Meat

by Gwen F

Run! Have to keep moving. Don't stop. Don't look back. Run. RUN!

I wasn't supposcd to figurc out what this placc is or what's bccn happcning to thc othcrs

or how thcre's only onc way to lcavc hcre. I played docile, I watched, and I learncd. Now is my

chance and it's the only chancc I'll have to livc.

Two left turns. Down the stairs. Right turn. Lift card hidden in the vent. Hope it worl<s.

The hallways are dark but I'm sure that they won't be for long. The attendee who opened

my pen was dazed when I struck him but he'll make it to the security alarm soon. After that. this

becomes a bigger risk. I'll have to outrun men in hallways I'm unfamiliar with while finishing a

plan that might not have ever had a chance of success.

Lungs bur"ning. Legs aching. Can,t.stop. No choice. RUNI

Alamrs start blaring from all sides as red lights flash. A mechanical voice announces that

"Fr-Sp400A" has broken containment and calls for all security to assist in intercepting the

'product'. I lose vital moments by running all the way to the lift door before realizing I hadn't

stopped to grab the card from the vents on the way.

Going through the halls from the other direction makes it harder but I manage to fipd the

correct vent just as I begin to hear the sounds of heavy footfalls from further down the hall. In

my rush to grab the card I dislodge the entire vent cover and fling it off my hand and down the

hall toward the noise.



Run. Get to the ly't before they catch me.

In the past I've gone into the lift when being taken for some procedure or test, so I have a

vague idea of how it functions but I've llever been on it alone. Sliding to a stop in front of the

doors now, I frantically press the access card against the small black reader on the wall and I'm

shortly rewarded with a small green light accompanied by a beeping sound. I rush in before the

doors finish parting and my heart stalls as I see the first of the security officers enter the hall

opposite me.

My eyes won't focus on the array of buttons that decorate the panel in front of me. I try to

think which ones took me up before, but there's no time. Frantically, I swipe at the panel and

hope that one of the several new lights mean that I'm headed toward my freedom. The doors

close before any of the anned figures are able to make it to me and I nearly collapse to the floor

when the lilt starts nroving up.

Legs trembling. Breathe. Have to be ready to run again.yoon. Breathe. Survive.

The mirrored walls in the lift are usually the only time that I can see myself. t find the

reflection unsettling on normal occasions and today is no different. My hair is kept short and

hangs in tufts over my head, and my skin is so much paler than that of any of the attendees who

I've shared this space with in the past. If I manage to leave this place maybe I ca1 leam how to be

so well put together as those others. If I'm not able to, I expect that my appearance would always

mark me as different and make it easy for thern to find me and bring me back.

"Unscheduled lift activation detected. Disabling primary power. Security to the eleventh

floor'" The mechanical voice has retumed. The lift suddenly stops and this time I do fall to the

floor as my vision goes dark.

No! Not like this!Not alone in the clark!



Desperately I fumble in the dark for the panel, but none of the switches respond and no

light brings me relief. The sound of my heartbeat seems to fill the blackness that swallows me as

I thrash more desperately at the panel and then the doors. Eventually my fingers find the small

crease in the center of the door and I pry at the panels hoping for any sign of movement, of

fieedom.

With a creak the doors part to reveal a new hallway only slightly less dim than the lift I

was previously trapped in. I've never been to this hallway and I don't know if that is a good or

bad thing but I know that to stay still is to die. Ignoring the protestations of my body I break into

as fast a sprint as I can manage and head into the faint light.

Closed doors in the hallway refuse to open and limit rny options so I continue running

along the zigzagging corridor. Before long I notice that the space before me is becolring lighter

as I proceed and after a few more moments I crash into and through a pair of doors.

I'm immediately blinded and disoriented. Everything I can see is impossibly greep and

bright' The air is hot and smells of salt and something that I can't place. After a few moments of

adjustment, my eyes confirm what I suspected: I've made it to the outside and am closer to my

freedom than I'd ever imagined.

Breathe. Don't stop. Hide.

I dash toward thc trccs in front of mc hoping to make pursuit more difficult. I'vc nevcr

seen trees before but I've heard enough talk about them to know what's in front of me. Other than

very brief outdoor tests I can't recall ever being outside before and my mind is at war between

curiosity and the danger that still follows me.

I collapsc at the bottom of a small hill oncc I'vc confirmcd that I can no longcr sce thc

doors that I cxitcd through, and try to forcc my exhausted mind to think on what to do ncxt. I



have no knowledge of the area here or of how I could try to evade capture and escape. On some

level I don't think I expected to ever make it this far but now I'm here and I have to continue.

Voices carry through the trees and I press myself lower to the ground, hoping that I'm not

seen.

'Non-lethal force only. These are too expensive to waste even a few ounces, so we need

to capture it, not kill it. Now spread out and search", says a deep voice from behind.

Heavy feet crunch leaves and brush from all around me and it's clear that I've lost my

chance to run from this spot without being seen. The soil here has formed a sort of natural bowl

and so I stay as low as I can in the hopes that my hunters will go around me without ever

knowing where I am.

Gradually. thc sounds recede and I find mysclf able to breathe fully again. The timc for

running secms to be over, at least temporarily. Keeping low, I bcgin to pick my way through thc

various plants, leaves, and branches. With the facility building still behind me I have little choice

but to roughly follow in the direction of the men who passed through here and I,m constantly on

alert for any sound or sign of movement around me.

Inside the building it was often quiet but never truly silent. Therc was always somc sort

of buzzing or whirring from machines or vents. The silcncc in thesc woods fcels oppressivc by

comparison. Occasionally. the leavcs around me are stirrcd by a light breeze but that quickly

dissipates to return the blanket of silence which makes my every movement seem impossibly

loud.

Soon a brcak in thc trccs matcrializcs and what I scc bcyond thcm is hard for my mind to

process- The ground bccomcs lighter and continues its downward slopc until it rcachcs watcr.

More water than I've cvcr sccn in my lifc. I havc no idea how to cross that much watcr or cven



that that much water could exist in one place. Overwhelmed, I slump down at the base of a large

tree and find that new water is spilling from my eyes as if attempting to join that which is in front

of me.

My entire life. until this moment" has happened almost exclusively inside the walls of the

facility that I just left. It was a life of isolation, fear, and endless tests and jabs. There were few

of us and we were prohibited from any behavior which emulated the staff. Those who spoke or

showed any sign of forming community with each other would be punished severely. Many had

their tongues removed after repeat offenses.

I leamed that it was safest to appear dumb, docile, and cooperative. After leaming this. I

was able to learn many other things. If I kept my eyes low, followed basic instructions easily, and

pretended not to notice anything going on around me most of the other people in the building

began acting as if I wasn't in the room at all.

This is how I learned more language than most of my peers, even if I could never use it. I

learned about the key cards that activate the lift. about how there's a whole world outside of this

facility, and about how our life here wasn't what we should consider normal. Gradually. I began

to put together a plan to leave and try to find the rest of that world I'd heard about. It didn,t sound

all that good" but I had also learned what the end of my days in this facility would look like and

so I knew I had to.

At first I wanted to try to bring others with me but everywhere I looked I saw people so

defeated by their circumstance that they would either refuse to try to help themselves or even go

as far as to help our captors instead. They'd become a pafiof the system that kept them chained

and the best that I could hope for was to get myself out. I couldn't save everyone.

The day I finally stole the key card began the chain of events that brought me to where I



am now. I'm amazed that I wasn't caught, I made a show out of tripping and falling into the

attendee who was leading me toward the lift for another round of tests and exercises. As I fell I

grabbed onto them as if to catch myself and I swiped the card off its clip. While they were caught

up in anger and exclamations about my stupidity, I slide the card quickly into the vent at the base

of the wall.

They struck me and yelled at me but otherwise continued on. Upon reaching the lift, the

attendee who's card I stole assumed it was lost and their associate activated the lift. I carefully

counted the vents to remember which one held my prize just as I'd previously counted the turns

and paths taken to reach the lift. It had all worked so well until now. Now, sitting here under this

tree facing endless water, with an overwhelming weight on my chest this suddenly f'eels

impossible.

I don't get the opportunity to spend long in the sea of my own pity because the silence

behind me is interrupted. I can only assume that it is one of the security guards who happened to

come this way, and I have no avenue for escape available to me. Behind me is danger and in

front of me is an infinite expanse of water.

I crouch facing the tree and try to peer around it to get a glimpse of my tracker before he

is able to see me. My timing couldn't have been worse. As soon as my head comes around the

tree the uniformed man tums to look directly at me. He releases a cry as I rush forward trying to

clear the ground between us. Before I have time to think, I'm swinging my balled hand toward

his face. He tries to react but his surprise makes him slow and I'm able to connect with his nose

before he raises a weapon.

The man staggers back as blood bursts from the center of his face. I don't know what

reaction I expected from this but I find myself horrified as he starts to laugh. The blood soaking



through his facial hair and joining his crazed smile causes me to freeze momentarily.

"I never thought one of you would put up a fight. This is actually going to be fun," It's the

deep voiced man I heard giving commands earlier. I don't know if it's his voice, his laugh, or the

looming threat of violence but I find rny ability to move suddenly returned to me and I take off

running in a new direction; any direction other than him. From behind me I can hear him

speaking but I don't catch all of it. He says something about quadrants and the beach and then I'm

out ofearshot again.

It takes practically no time at all for the woods around me to explode into action and

noise. Before I know it there are shouts coming from all directions as more uniformed shapes

begin calling out my position and the direction I'm heading. Several times I narrowly avoid

running directly into one as they appear from within the brush. Hands grasp at me and try to take

hold to prevent my flight.

My attention is divided as I try to avoid their grip and I don't see the man stepping out

from the trees in front of me until it's too late. He's raised some sofi of small tube toward me and

twin prongs of metal dig into my skin before convulsing agony overtakes me. I black out briefly

but it can only have been a moment because while I'm sprawled out on the ground the man has

yet to grip me. My entire body screams in pain and my muscles tighten.

I manage to kick at him and he falls before he can grab me. Willing myself to rny feet I

run madly away. I cover almost no ground before another surprise attacker appears. This one

sprays something at my face and I am once again too slow to save myself. Everywhere the spray

touches burns. I scream and swipe at my eyes but to my horror I find that I can hardly see at all.

Whatever terror I've felt before pales in comparison to the raw emotion that overtakes me

now. Every shape around me tums from tree or bush to men in uniform. I'm running but I can't



make out anything. I can't think or plan, only run. The rushing sound of water blends with the

coarse shouts and other unknown sounds. I feel several hard pricks across my back but I can't

react to the new pain.

Run! Feet moving. Lungs breathing. Escape. pAtN.

My leading foot leaves the ground and for a sickening period of time fails to find new

ground. My stomach rises as all sense of weight leaves my body. The ominous colors and shapes

around me swirl and blur more rapidly until I finally land with a resounding CRACK in my left

leg. New pain rushes to overwhehn rny overtaxed brain and then I lose consciousness.

I wake disoriented and unsure if the events of my memories are real. I can no longer feel

the pain in my leg, hear the sound of the water, or feel the sun on my skin. Gone also are the

shouts and movement and grasping hands. Instead, I feel pressure across my waist and wrists.

By the timc I managc to wrench my cycs open I realize scvcral things all at oncc. I am

still moving. My hands are bound to the arms of a rolling chair along with my waist. I am back

inside the facility.

Thc last rcalization should havc cvoked a ncw fcar response in me but I can't seem to

locate thc emotion for it. Someonc is at my back pushing the chair and I'm rolling through parts

of the facility that I don't often scc and havc never entcred. on a scrccn in a nearby room a

grotesquc looking man is spcaking with a smug look whilc hc announces that thc meat crisis will

soon be solved by a new deal that he's been working to put in place.

"Soon you'll havc better meat. Cheapcr meat. The bcst meat. You won't even want thc old

mcat anymorc."

I can't make sense of the strange man's words. I try to think. I try to feel anything. A

blankct has becn pullcd ovcr my mind, warm and comfortable, and I can't find thc cncrgy to



shake it off.

The room that I'm headed toward now is one that I've seen others enter but llever come

back out of. The floor is stained a deep brown and has a drain at the center of the sloped floor.

Looking down at the floor I notice that my left leg which I injured during my escape attempt is

truncated several inches below the knee. This manages to startle a small skip out of my heart but

then that same heavy blanket settles back over my thoughts and the feeling fades.

The security person who I hit earlier is standing in the corner of the rooln. The blood is

now gone from his face but his nose remains a painful looking purple lump. His previously

unsettling grin is still present and in his hand is the pronged weapon that caused me such pain

earlier.

From behind me comes a soft voice, "You let it get injured so badly that we ha6 to sedate

it and sacrifice a good bit of the flesh. This is unacceptable. I expect a full report covering the

incident and any contingencies needed to prevent it from repeating, and any further incidents will

result in docking of your pay for any preventable darnages. Am I understood?,,

An emotion I don't know crosses over the man's face, but he grunts his assent before

exiting the room from the door we came through. I've been turned now to face the man who was

earlier watching the grotesque man speak about the meat crisis. In his hand is a large wooden rod

and he approaches rne with a practiced stride.

"Darin, please include in your report on this harvest that recent spikes in a4renaline may

have effected the quality of the meat," The same soft voice from before.

"Ycs ma'am. Do wc know how it managcd to gct out?,,

"We'll find out. After a few generations it won't matter. We will be able to breed the

intelligcnce out of thcm. I'm considering rccommending tonguc rcmoval at birth as wcll. Thank



you for your help, Darin. We're doing important work here."

Darin lifts the rod high and brings it down sharply onto the crown of my head and then

everything goes black.



Name: Alison C

Phone Number: r

Age:29

Number Eight
When a gir[ goes missing, especiatty a beautifuI young tady futt of tife and potentiat,

a community wil.t come together to find her. The students and facutty of Stone Peak

University had organized search parties and posted ftiers as soon as Miranda Jenkins'
boyfriend reported that she never made it to dinner after her big Engtish presentation.
Campus potice enlisted the hetp of the city's K-9 unit to sniff through hatts and dorms with
handter pockets futl. of Miranda's favorite scrunchies.

Nothing came of it

A few weeks later, there was another tragedy. Another girt, gone without a trace.

Miranda and Beth are nothing atike. Miranda with Long btond hair and a sporty buil,d.

Beth with short twists and a petite frame. Of course, everyone goes through the same
motions again. More late-night search parties, more fliers, more dogs.

They say the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over white
expecting a different resutt.

The probtem with a tragedy that repeats itsetf is that peopte become desensitized to
it. By the fourth girt's disappearance, peopte were greeting the information with "what a
shame".

"l'tt keep an eye out."

"Our thoughts and prayers are with her famity during this trying time."

Such a shame, but it woutd never happen to them. lt is so easy to pretend there is a

window between reatity and tragedy; that it witl. never truty affect you untityou tift the gtass

and decide to tet it in.

I was one of those stupid, unaffected peopte untittwo nights ago.

It didn't even occur to me to worry about Maria when I teft to watk Jordan back to the
dorms. She was surrounded by her sorority sisters and at[ of the gtitz and gtitter that came



with their winter semi-format. The image of her had burned into my mind and suddenty /

was the one printing out twenty dotlars'worth of posters.

MISSING

Maria Cabrello

Age:21

Physical Description: 5'2", 1 11lbs, brown skin, long brown hair, brown eyes

Lastseen atthe Alpha Theta Pi Sorority House wearing a shortpastel pink dress, btack

heels, and a tluffy white jacket.

Please contact Sunny Adhara and campus police with any information.

I stil[ have one in my pocket, Maria's smiting face appearing any time I unfotd it to
ask a passerby if they have seen her. Most say they witt keep an eye out, but I onty betieve

the ones who take out their phones to snap a picture. A handfutwoutdn't even give me the
time of day. Just rushed by on their way to ctass. lt's hard to betieve I was one of them.

It's hard to betieve Maria is number seven. Seven girts gone and not one of them has

been found.

It's been snowing off and on since Maria vanished. During the day, the sky is state
gray with unending ctouds. At night, the wortd sits heavily in the bl.ack. Ftakes fatt past the
yettow streettights and gather on the icy ground in unassuming banks. My boots crunch
quietLy through the crisp white layer on what I hope is the sidewatk that leads to Montague

Hatt. l'm hardty on this side of campus, but three of the missing girts are business majors
and it's my onty [ead. As I get ctoser, I fumbte out my camcorder and turn it on.

A grainy copy of mysetf stares back, nose and cheeks red and scarf tucked up under

my chin.

"This is, uh, Sunny Adhara. I know that this camcorder is for my midterm, but I think
some storage can be spare for this. lt is..." I put[ out my phone and check the time. "1 :07 AM

on December tenth and I am approaching Montague Hat[ to see if I can find any ctues as to
where Maria and the others might have gone. lf this winds up being nothing, Future Sunny,

l'm sorry about aLtthe editing."

lftip the camera around and make sure my gtoved hand is secure in the strap before

continuing.

I



The wortd is unbearabty quiet. My breath comes out in large ptumes as I try to stow
my stamming heart. No reasonabte person is out in the snow at this hour. Everyone is

snuggted up safe at home or in some warm bar somewhere. The library has extended their
hours so students with futt schedutes can cram with whatever time remains in the day.

That's where Maria shoutd have been; head bent over a book of marketing strategies with
her gtittery pink get pen in hand.

I sigh and the wind exhates with me, a brisk gaLe that tasts just [ong enough to coat
my screen in powdery ftakes. lt's easy enough to brush it ctean with my gtove, but
something snags my attention.

A young woman has watked into frame. I zoom in to make out the detaits of her: dark
sweatshirt, gray sweatpants, and sneakers. Her brown hair is tied up. She's not Maria and I

strain to remember the name that's on the tip of my tongue. I have spent hours memorizing
the missing girts at this point.

Miranda, Beth, Saoirse, Ametie, Candace...

"Abby!" I took up and the echo of my voice dies quickty in the snow. My bl.ood runs
cotd as I stare at the empty path before me. I gtance back at the screen and there's Abigait
Hart, watking with her hands in the f ront pocket of her hoodie. When I took away, the snow
is sitent and undisturbed.

Abby is watking toward Montague Hatt, same as me. I stare into the camera and

fottow as quietly as I can.

This is most certainty a mistake. I shoutd take my footage to the potice, or maybe a

priest, but it's too late now. Abby is moving atong the same path as where she was tast

seen, going to fetch a forgotten Laptop charger that has long been confiscated as evidence.
My btood is thrumming under my skin as she makes that last turn.

Montague Hatt rises before us like a crypt. lt's newty buittwhen compared to the rest

of campus, but the style was made to match the other buitdings. Tatt arched windows loom
overhead, pitch btack in the dead of night. The signs that normatty reveaI directions to the
various lecture rooms are attcovered in white as the wind picks up again. lwatch Abby

move around the bronze statue of Howard Montague, a hat dipped low over his face and a

briefcase in hand, to head for the f ront doors of the buitding.

The temperature ptummets as Abby's hand reaches the door and I struggte to keep

my hand from shaking. I expect her to go through it and try to remember if I know anything
about tock-picking so that I can fottow.



But she just... Stands there. Pate hand on the doorknob. She doesn't even try to turn
it. I zoom in again to try and see herface.

Abby turns and [ooks directty at the camera.

My putse thunders. She can see rne. lt's so obvious she can see me and l'm frozen to
the spot, unsure of what to do. Her btue eyes just stare at the [ens, unbtinking and without
so much as a spark of anything behind them. The screen begins to static and I look up-

And she's right. There.

l'm not sure if I scream. Something rips itsetf from my throat and I am raw and
shaking and terrified. I stip and fatt back onto the iced over ground in an attempt to get

away. Some instinct has me keep hotd of the camcorder as I try to scrambte backwards
with one hand. When I took back up, wondering how ctose she is, Abby is gone.

I trembte on the ground and quickty fLash the camcorder around. Attthe screen
shows is Montague Hatt, devoid of [ife, and fatl.ing snow. I putt my knees up to my chest and

try to steady my breathing. Panic continues to spark across my nerves, so I switch the
camera over to view what l've fitmed over the past severaI minutes.

It's mostty static. Btack and white and shifting tike the snow fatting around me.

'Shit," I mutter between my chattering teeth. ! fast forward and rewind a few times
and hope to catch a gtimpse of something. Anything to prove I didn't hattucinate the whote
thing.

A girt begins to take shape in the btur.

Her features are hard to ptace, bouncing between soft and sharp, hair either
incredibty short or incredibl.y tong depending on the mittisecond at which I pause. My hands
are shaking horribty, but I continue to fast forward. Rewind.

Fast forward.

Rewind

It takes me too long to reatize what I'm Looking at. Btue eyes to brown to green.

Natural tips to gl.ossy to bubbtegum pink. I feel sick as an amatgamation of the seven
missing girts moves her mouth to form shapes. I move my own to try and find out what they
are trying to say to me.

Hetp, maybe?

Save us?



I have to fast forward and rewind severa[ more times and try to add sound to what
l'm seeing.

"Rrrr... uh... nn... Rruhnn..."

Run.

I [aunch to my feet and begin to sprint. lt doesn't matter where. Away.

I don't reatize something has my ankte untit I am fatting forward.

The ice rushes up to meet me and I col.tide with it hard. My teeth go into my [ip and I

taste hot btood on my tongue. Pain races up my knees and arms f rom where I footishl,y try
to catch myseLf. Something cracks in my wrist and I watch the camcorder stide out of my
grip, the recording tight stitt on. I dig my gtoves into the ice, but l'm putted backwards. I kick
and scream as I am putl.ed ctoser and ctoser to Montague Halt. My free ankte is grabbed

and when I took back, I see absotute[y nothing. Just the indent in my jeans where
something has me. I continue to scream and pray to whatever god might be [istening that
someone hears me. That they find the camcorder.

That they find me before it's too [ate.
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Unplanned Vacation

by Adriane Rl

Jasminc stood at the baggagc carouscl, clutching and twisting the straps on her leather

bag. The l2 hour flight left her fceling anxious and tircd, bur they madc it. Shc was finally in

Amcrica. This was hcr first timc travcling abroad and it was intimidating. Her gazc found Cleo

who was half grunting at a vcnding machinc, shaking it slightly, trying to get it to rclcasc

whatever she's alrcady purchascd seconds off the plane. Cleo had travcllcd to Amcrica scvcral

times before, but this time, shc dragged Jasmine along. Jasminc managed a half smile when hcr

friend finally managed to wrestle a snack cake from the machine. cleo swiped her brown curls

out of her face with triumph. She looked like she had won the lottery, Jasmine just felt an

impending sense of dread.

At the rental agency, the clerk handed the keys to Jasmine skeptically eyeing her passport

and foreign license. cleo ignored the interaction and sucked a lollipop at the TV. A, early snow

was falling on the area. Jasmine eyed the weather report, jiggling the keys ip her hands.

"Are you sure you don't want to get a rooln nearby?" Jasmine asked hopefully.

Cleo popped her candy out of her mouth and pointed it at Jasmine, ,,Nah, I didn,t plan

extra funds for that' Besides, you've been driving for a year now." As she popped her lollipop

back in her mouth she mouthed a wet "cheerio" in an exaggerated accent at the clerk and hefted

her bag on her shoulder towards the exit. Jasmine rolled her eyes at her, apologized to the clerk

and left quickly following her into the cold, dusky evening to their car.

Jasmine fiddled with the nav system and gently led the car onto the exit road. ,,I don,t

understand why you haven't learned to drive yet, you're nearly twenty-five.,, Cleo sighed

dramatically and tossed her candy stick out of the window.

/69 tt

1



"I don't need to learn how to drive. I can just take the train or the bus everywhere."

"Not here, you can't." She bit her lip and squinted into the dark ahead of her on the road,

the smallest of snowflakes had begun to fall. Cleo pulled out an AUX cord and plugged her

phone into the car, blasting her pop country music for all of Colorado to hear. Jasmine tapped the

steering wheel and bent closer to the dash, trying to make out the bright white lines on the

increasingly darkening roads.

The snow swirled thickly in front of the car as the music blared throughout. Jasmine

squinted and turned the radio down to see better. Cleo huffed in the carseat beside her, flicking

through her socials on hcr phone. Shc whined loudly and tosscd hcr phonc at her fcct. ',Thcre,s

no signal in this stupid statc."

"Did you makc sure to switch your phone to internationar?,'

"wcll, Duh. It was working when we landed and it suddcnly stopped.,'

Jasminc looked at the nav unit on thc ccntcr console, it was flashing a bright,out of

network'sign. Shc grimaccd and tricd to rcstart thc unit, clicking buttons until thc scrcen

wouldn't rcspond anymore. Hcr car mate grew increasingly irritated, ncedling Jasmine, trying to

give advice. Jasmine ignored her and looked out the windshield. The storm outside raged;

blocking her vision of the road. was she even on the road anymore?

A flash of grey darted in front of the car, causing her to swerve the car to the right and

sent them careening into a ditch. The last thing she heard was a loud crunch and pop as the

airbags deployed and hit her in the face.

When she opened her eyes again she was facing Cleo; who looked deathly still. Cleo,s

head was lolled over to the side on the spiderwebbed passenger window, blood congealed on her

forehead and slowly dripped down the side of her pale face. "Cleo. . . 
,, Jasmine choked out. A
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streak of pain shot through her neck as she tried to lift her head. She reached out to touch Cleo.

Still warm, felt like a pulse. Good. "Cleo?" She asked loudly and exhaled when Cleo moaned.

'r\try'4i1-" Cleo's eyes popped open in surprise and her face twisted into pain as she

reached her hand up to her head. Blood ran down her fingers and Cleo's mouth made an O. ,'Are

we dead?"

"Better not fucking be," Jasmine replied unbuckling herself and reaching into her leather

bag for her phone. outside, the snow had started to pile on top of the car and the cold began to

seep into the car. Jasmine fumbled the passkey onto her lockscreen and punched the emergency

dial button. "No seryicc" thc phonc rcsponded. Jasmine shricked in frustration.

"Could you cut it out?" Clco, still clutching her hcad in onc hand, checkcd hcr phonc.

Again, "No seryice" lit up across thc scrccn. "Damnit." Shc slammed hersclf into the door trying

to opcn it' Stuck. Shc sucked in a breath and looked at Jasminc with panickcd cyes. ,,What do wc

do now?"

Jasminc pushcd the airbag away from hcr and crancd her ncck towards thc road. Thc car

was nosc-down in a ditch. Shc relcascd hcr scat belt and pushcd hcrself into thc backscat. The

rear door opened under her hands. She stumbled out; Cleo slithered out beside her into the snow.

cold air whipped at both of the women, sending shivers down their spines. cleo stomped out of
the ditch to the road and stuck her thumb out.

"What are you doing?" Jasmine hissed at her.

"I'm trying to get us a ride, since you crashed the car.,,

"Since l crashed the car?,'

"Mntyep, you were the only one driving. What the hell happened anyways?,, Cleo tumed

to look at Jasmine. Jasmine clutched her arms and trernbled.
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"I don't know. I was trying to see the road and then something ran in front of the car."

Cleo rolled her eyes. "Of course, I should have known better than to let you drive."

Jasmine felt tears prickle at her eyes. Cleo sighed. "Okay, it doesn't look like anyone is coming,

let's go back to the car with our stuff and attempt to bundle up. Okay?" She dropped her arm and

walked back to Jasmine, caressing her arms softly and tumed them back towards the car.

Jasmine fumbled the keys out of the ignition and unlocked the trunk for Cleo who stood

impatiently by to grab their suit cases. Headbeams reflected in the mirror and blinded Jasmine.

Two car doors slammed shut.

"Hello, out therc?" A shrill voicc callcd out. "Anyone down thcre?"

"YES!" cleo shoutcd back and boundcd up out of thc ditch.

"Cleo, \try'si1-"

A spindly woman crcsted thc ridgc and starcd down at wreckage, tutting at them. A

small, portly man with wisps of hair blowing in the wind stood next to hcr, his glasscs barcly

hanging onto the bridgc of his bulbous nose. Cleo stumbled backwards at thc sight of thcm

catching hersclf in Jasmine's outstretched arms.

"well now," the old woman said, crossing her arms. "Fell into a bit of a snare did you?,,

The man tottered over to the girls, grabbed their bags, and helped them out of the ditch onto the

side of the road.

"Are you two okay?" He peered at both of them, eyeing them up for apparent injuries, his

eyes darting past them at the wreck below. "How long have you been out here?,, His eyes bulged

with panic and concern.

Cleo swooned into her rescuer and acted faint. "Oh gosh, I don,t even know. I think it,s

been hours." 1nlur.
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The willowy woman snapped and squinted at the still steaming car. "Well dears, let us

take you in, warm and feed you. Can't have you out here in this horrible storm." She turned her

back on them quickly and trudged to a decrepit BMW parked on the edge of the road.. Jasmine

followed behind the couple, twisting the strap on her leather bag. The man shook fresh snowfall

out of his thinning black hair and cupped his hands around his mouth and breathed into them,

waiting fbr Jasmine to catch up to them.

The doors of the car closed around them, encasing them in warmth. The man shifted

uncomfortably in the driver's seat, "This here's my wife Katherine," She waved a hand

nonsensically at him. "l'm Edgar. Wc Iivc up the road just a ways, you can stay with us until the

storrn passcs and wc can gct a wreckcr outhqe.,, Tut.

Clco chatted away at thc older couple on thc way to their home. Katherinc tuttcd back in

response' Edgar nodded along, half listening with two shaky hands on thc whcel and sweat

dripping from his brow. He stccrcd the car down a dark, gravcr road.

Jasmine nervously glanced at thc road behind them. Kathcrinc caught hcr eye in thc

rcarvicw mirror. "A couple hundrcd acrcs. T'was my grandaddy's land." Hcr stern grcy cycs

flicked away, something like a smirk played at her thin old lips and made Jasmine uneasy.

"Generations of us have lived and died on this land. Edgar and I are the last ones left.,' She rested

a thin frail hand on Edgar's meaty thigh. He nodded and white knuckled the wheel. ,,It,s,ot much

in the dark and cold, but you should see it in the morn'. A full view of the rnountains.,,

Jasmine squinted through the car window trying to place the mountains, all that she found

were swirls of snow and darkness. The car pulled up to an older house, two story, shutters

battened down' screen door creaking in the wind. Cleo exclaimed about the architecture, cooing
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over the old style of the house and its attic windows. Jasmine overheard a mention of

tuberculosis in the late lgth century.

The old couple led them onto the porch, ushering them out of the wind, while Edgar

fumbled with his keys in the front door. The inside of the house was damp and drafty. Katherine

led them into the kitchen for tea while Edgar started the fire in the living room. Firelight

flickered against photos in frames: married couples, women with babes on their hips, elderly.

The fashion of the house was that of a historic al magazine. Woven carpets adorned the floors,

knit blankets on a wooden ladder, a kettle steaming in the fireplace. The floors creaked under

Jasminc's footstcps as shc made her way to grab a mug from Kathcrine in the kitchcn.Edgar

followed quickly with the stcaming kcttle. The hot tea in her hands warmed hcr wholc body

when she took a sip.

Kathcrine lit a candle and placcd it on an old kitchcn island. ,'Shall we makc somcthing to

eat? You must be starving." Edgar nodded nervously in her dircction whilc stifling a trite laugh.

clco placcd a hand over hcr stomach and agreed, looking towards Jasminc.

Jasmine glanccd away from Clco and turncd to face the swcaty man. ,,I,m actually very

tired and could use a bath, would you mind?" Cleo moaned, setting her tea down harshly. Tut.

Edgar glared at his wife and revealed to Jasmine a long hallway that led upstairs to a small

platfonn with a singular bedroom and tiny restroom. He followed her shortly with her suitcase

setting it down inside the small room. "American's really don't like baths do they?,' She said,

staring at the tiny tub. Edgar shrugged past her and handed her a fresh towel that smelled of

cedar from a hideaway linen closet behind the door. Jasmine wrinkled up her nose at the smell

but thanked him politely and locked the door on his exit.
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She sat on the edge of the tub, thumbing through her phone looking for service. One bar.

Not a lot, not enough to use data, but enough to get a few messages from her mum worried that

Jasmine hadn't reached out in a while. She tried to send a text to her explaining the snow storm

and that she was okay, but it wouldn't send. She audibly sighed in frustration.

The tub faucet looked foreign to her; a singular handle pointed downwards and a spout,

caked in limescale. She undressed and looked her body over in the small oblong mirror above the

sink. She looked tired and wary. Her pale cheeks were stripped pink from the cold winds and her

hair was in a disheveled plait on her shoulder. She combed out her hair and sat in the small tub.

The water was tcpid at best, felt gritty on her skin, and chilled fast due to the drafty housc which

forced her to get out carlicr than she wanted. Ovcr the clamour of thc tub draining she thought

shc heard a thud from downstairs. She stiffened as shc bccame awarc of a shuffling of fcct and

then eerie silcnce echoed as thc last of the water in the tub drained out.

She dresscd from hcr suitcasc and slid her boots on. Subtle sounds of chopping camc

from thc kitchcn as she opened thc door and stepped into thc hallway. Her shoulders rclaxcd. She

tricd to makc hcrself stand tall, slung her leather bag ovcr her shouldcr and shc made her way

downstairs to the kitchen. Katherine stood over a boiling pot on a gas stove; tossing aromatics in

a broth' The food smelt wrong. Blood oozed off of the cutting board onto the island countertop

and made Jasmine sick to her stomach. Whatever Katherine was cooking, Jasmine wanted no

part of.

"Hello dear," Katherine said with her back turned to her. Jasmine jerked away frorn the

kitchen island Katherine's voice startling her back to her senses. "Was the bath to your likilg?,,

Jasmine rubbed her aching shoulders. The cramped tub would not allow her to soak her whole

body at a time so she'd resorted to awkward positions trying to keep her body warn throughout.
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"Fine, thanks." Edgar and Cleo were nowhere to be found.. "lJm, where has Cleo and

Edgar gone?" Katherine hesitated over the pot.

"Cleo went to lie down in the guest room down the hall." She flicked her wrist in a

direction past the kitchen. "I haven't a clue about Edgar though. Would you be a dear and grab an

onion out of the pantry?" Jasmine looked around her, Tut. "The large door just behind you, dear.,,

Jasmine turned and stood facing a small door; tall as the ceiling but narrow. She peered in

cautiously. Pantry items were stacked from floor to ceiling. She found an onion and placed it on

the kitchen counter. "You certainly have a lot of food forjust the two of you. Not go to market

much?"

"Oh no, we go rarcly. Just about once a month or so to stock up on staples.,, Staples,

Jasminc thought, morc likc end of thc world prcpping. Kathcrine thrcw thc blood soaked cutting

board and knife into thc sink with a clang and dug out a sccond sct to sct on the island and bcgan

chopping the onion. Jasminc stcpped back towards thc small door watching Katcrine and hugged

hcrsclf, ncrvously looking around the kitchcn. The kitchcn was unsettlingly large. Hcrbs and

spiccs fillcd dowels ncar thc window to dry, pots hung from thc cciling.

Edgar shuffled back into the room, sweating profusely and beet red in the face. Tut.

Katherine looked at her husband with a raised eyebrow and he nodded, pulling a handkerchief

from his pocket and dabbing his brow. "Guest room's all set up for you upstairs, opposite the

bathroom'" Jasmine cocked her head quizzically at hirn. Tut. He looked towards his wife who

was scowling down at the onions she was cutting. "What? Is something the rnatte r?,, Tut. He

glanced back at Jasmine.

"I'm sorry, it's just that Katherine said that the Guest room was down this hall here?,, She

pointed in the direction of the room Katherine mentioned.. Edgar's eyes bulged like a boggling
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rat. "Right, yes, well. Uh, change of plans I guess then... The room down the hall isn't, uh,

suitable." He tried to contain his nervousness to no avail. Tut.

"Okay, I'll uh, just grab my other bag and go to see Cleo." Jasmine turned to go up the

stairs to grab her suitcase. Edgar grabbed her wrist.

"['m really sorry about this, Miss." His eyes narrowed at her and he licked his chapped

lips' Jasmine tried to wrench free of his grasp. The wife walked around the island slowly,

holding the kitchen knife low to her waist. Jasmine panicked and pulled open the pantry door,

slamming it into the man's face. He yelped and released her, holding his hand over nose gushing

blood' Jasmine pushed past him and yclled out for Cleo down the hall whcre the raw-boncd

woman said she had gone.

she screamed clco's name, opening doors and looking insidc each one for hcr. A sccond

bathroom, a pristine officc, and then a dark room covercd in splotchcs and plastic. ,,Clco?,'

Footsteps cchoed down thc hall bchind hcr. She ducked into the room and lockcd the door

behind her' Thcy bangcd on the other side of the door. A heavy wooden table stood in the middle

of thc room' She pullcd it ovcr and blocked the door. Hcr hands camc away sticky and warm. In

the dim light she held them up, a thick, dark liquid ran down her fingers. Her skin prickled and

every hair on her body stood up.

Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest. She slapped at the light switch. Red,

blood' red, drying on her hands- The table was covered in a visceral mess of blood. She stepped

away from the table in disbelief, bumping into something swaying behind her. she turned and

screamed' A soft and tepid body was hung upside down by the feet, naked and gutted. She

looked at the brown mop of hair on the head. "cleo." She sobbed, staring at the curls covering
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her face. "Oh god no."Cleo's throat slashed and drained. Jasmine backed away from the lifeless

body and ran to the other side of the room.

Cleavers, hooks, and surgical instruments littered the surfaces and walls waiting to be

used again. A utility sink in the comer stood solitary and blood splashed, a bucket nearby

contained innards, seeping and wet. Chemicals for cleaning sat on an open shelving unit. Tears

ran down Jasmine's cheeks, she rubbed at her eyes. A small window to her right that she could

never fit through. The killer couple banged on the door, inserted a key and twisted the knob.

A saw blade came whirling at Edgar's head when he managed to open the door enough to

stick his head in. A sickening crunch of bone slumped him forward into the open space, head

split. Jasmine dropped the motorized saw and vomited. Kathcrine pullcd on Edgar trying

desperately to get him out of thc door framc, sobbing and wailing. Jasmine rushed the door and

trapped her captor's arm in thc door frame. She slammed her body against it and hcard the snap

of boncs. Kathcrine howlcd. Jasmine pulled the table fuither back and opened the door to

Katherine cradling her dead husband, hcr right arm limp and crookcd at her side. She lookcd up

at Jasmine with wet, red eyes in disbelief."Tut." Jasmine spat as shc stcpped over her. She ran

back to the kitchen, the pot on the stove bubbling over. Bits of grey meat clung to the edges of

the pot. Jasmine set a metal canister of cleaning chemicals next to the open flame and flipped all

the other gas valves open. She walked out the front door into the snow.

When emergency services arrived they found a pale young wornan stained with blood

standing in front of the old house on Phagein Rd. The house was engulfed in flames. The fire

department responded to a call from a neighbor concerned about a house fire. Paramedics rushed
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to the woman with a medkit and blankets. Jasmine stood unflinching despite the icy wind. Red

and blue lights flashed in her eyes. The house ablaze, crumbled behind her. Tut.
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,#N0TEn*
This is a part ofthe script for the piJot epi*sode ofPinnacTese the series I'n working on

vith the help of ny l?iend at IITPER SABER STWIOS.

Ohere was high-pitch ear ringing, accompanied by the sounds of debris
being noved, nuffled voicese and footsteps. A near sound of feet reached a

stop cTose to the first'person view. After using a seannert a heartbeat
pops upt pronpting the nan to caLL for his conrades to he7p.)

??? #1: *faintl nufflLed* I found soneone! Under here!!
??? #?t Over here! Let's get'in out! One. Two. Three!!

(The debris is Tifted up2 and the group of soldiers are stunned to see a

77-year-o7d gir72 bTeeding fron the head2 battered. and, bruised badly. Onte

ofthe soldiers picks her up.)

??? #5: Caref\rl. She's bleeding bad.
??? #1: Oet the connander. WeTL try to stop the bleeding.

(1ne of the soldiers J-eaves to fetch the connander whiJe the other soTdiers
tend to the gir7...)

***

(Just monents agoj the same 7?-year-o7d girT was asTeep in her quarterse
herbedroom adorned with posters offantasiaT talese pictures ofher best
menories with her faniTy, aTong with cat pTushies2 nightTights2 and nore.
The girT starts struggTing to sTeep as gunshots and screans are heard in
the backgroundz onTy waking up when she hears a frantic voice caTTing her
fioIil€.)

???: TEMPEST!!

Tenpestu Unh? Virginia?
V5-rginia: Ile need to gol sreetie!!
Tenpes$ Ilhat's going on?
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(Tenpest's question is answered as she Tooks out the window, seeing Fort
Shastashen under attack... )

***

ffirginia and Tenpest are running hastily through the corridors ofthe
fortressz Tenpest Tetting out a shriek as she watches someone get gunned
down.)

Tenpestt EEK!!

Virginia: It's okayl sweetie - WeaL nake it out. Cone on!!

(They continue running until they reach a dead end2 surcounded by an

intruder ready to open fire on then. Virginia innediateTy stands
protectivel{ in front of Tenpest until soneone comes in2 Tetting Toose on

the intruder.)

Tenpesh Oharleston?
0harleston: There you are!

(CharTeston reToads his gun as Tenpest hugs him. Virginia neets with then
as she asks hin sonething.)

(Tenpest Tooked up at CharTeston2 overhearing his words.)

Tenpesfu l[hat about our hone?

OharLeston Tooked down at Tenpest.)

V5rginia: Ilhat's the curent status of the barricades?
Charleston: Not good. It's gettS-ng unstable.
Virgln5.aS ... l/[eanl[g...
0harleston: It's gojxg down. Ile need, to evacuate and reach the Resistance.
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Charleston: Ile *wjIL* have a home. Soneplace safer than here. A fliend of
ours runs the Resigtance. HeaL help uee Bnd heal help take care ofyou.

(Tenpest sinp)y nods as the trio continue running.)

***

Charleston: There's an underground passageway thatal get us out ofFort
Shastashen safe\r.
Tempesil And to the Resistanee?

@harLeston turns to Tenpest while he pushes back any intruders.)

Oharleston: llopefuIJ;r.

(They eontinue to run before sTowing down, nearing the exit,)

V5rgini-a: Ile're alnost there.
Oharlestorr ... V5.rg5-nia - Talce Tenpest w1th you. fi.l catch up as eoon as

the coast is elear.

(He turns to Tenpest.)

Oharleston: And Tenpest? Ifth5-ngs go trrongr you need to stay close to
Virginia untiJ. you reaeh the Resistance. Otherrlsel get away as eoon as
possible.

(He kneels down to her leve7.)

0harleston: I rish it didn't have to be 1jlce thi-s... But the ror.Ld isn't rhat
ss all wish it corrld be. LiJe isn't fair, and I can't bear the idea that you
have to see that too soon. Stay close to Virg5nial no natter what. Ilhen I'n
done herel weal get to the Besistance and weal be safe. *Ioual* be safe.

Eenpest nods with a sTight shake as Virginia takes her with.)
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Tenpest:O-okay. IaL go. Be caref\rI, Charleston,
Virginia:0one onl Tenpest - Let's go.
Charleston3... Ilove youboth.

***

(Virginia keeps Tenpest close to her as they make it out of the underway.)

Vi.rgirrias This js it. We Just need to reach the Res5.stance. IaL hope
Oharleston nade it out.

(As the two girTs walk ahead with cautionz Tenpest is in awe at what the
outside world Tooks 7ike. When they Teave the tunneTse Charleston neets up
with thery nuch to Tenpest's relief... But not for Tong as one ofthe
intruders had caught up to thent opening fire as the screen went b7ackz

occupied by the sound of a buLlet - 3 buLletse two sounds of bl-ood spiJTedz
and Tenpest's screan.)



Ariana M

Age: 29

A group of teenagers Amy 15, Jackie 15, Leah the youngest who was only 14. Were making

Halloween Plans for that night. Leah wanted to go Trick Or Treating. Amy and Jackie wanted to

go to the local abandoned house on 15th street. Rumor has it in the early 90's there was a out of

control party that a night stalker crashed slaying 13 of the partying teens. Blood and chum

coated the walls so badly that no matter how hard you cleaned. There was always blood stained

shadows. Of course this was all hear say and the house had been condemned for years and

years and no one ever dared entered. Until one boy named Danny 20 years ago and got

viscously maned. Some say the boy never existed. He was never on the news. He never attended

any local school districts. Never had a friend there was no family that ever had a service. There

was no obituaries on him either he never existed or anyone who knew of him totally vanished.

At least that's the story I have heard Amy said. Jackie rolled her eyes and said wow what a great

story. Leah trying to be brave said in a semi confident voice they are tearing that old creepy

house down tomorrow Nov Lst. So if we ever want to see if the legends are true we have only

one night tonight. The girls stared at each other in semi panic none of them wanted to seem

more scared then a 74year old with known anxiety issues. Jackie and Amy looked at each other

then at Leah and said okay little one we will take you Trick Or Treating then at 10:00 tonight we

will sneak in. Leah already questioning her self said our parents would never let us go near that

place. Amy said at least your parents would care. my dad would probably jump for joy if he

never had to take care of me for the rest of his life. Jackie and Leah both looked at the ground

not knowing what to say or feel. Amy quickly pulled it together and said say you are spending

the night at my house. Jackie and Leah said are you sure your dad won't care your having a sleep

over. Amy almost irritated at the question said he's a drunk and it's Halloween night his night

will consist of at a sleep over at whatever bar allows him to stay that long. The girls just blanky

stared at each other and said well thanks for having us over tonight. Amy, Jackie and Leah all

got ready for Halloween dressed in there zombie costumes smothered in blood and fake guts.

Amy, Jackie and Leah all got ready for Halloween dressed in there zombie costumes smothered

in blood and fake guts. Leah was already complaining how she felt disgusting and Jackie seemed

just a little to thrilled to be undead. Amy could care less about her costume in the slightest. The

girls were already munching on there candy. Eating non stop until there jaws hurt. Leah jumped

in the shower. The other 2 girls weren't going to shower just to go into a nasty creepy house.

The clock struck L0 way quicker then the girls expected. Leah was hoping they forgot about it

completely. Jackie and Amy looked at the clock and said we better get going let's grab our

shoes.Leah sighed a little to loud where everyone could hear her. Leah said I am not ready to go

I am getting a little spooked to be honest. Amy just looked at her and told her have you seen my



life it can't be as scary as the Leah. I have no mom since the accident and my dad is never really

here even if he is. You two are my only friends in the whole world ! Just you 2 ! We never do

what I want ever you always are so judgmental on my life and my ideas and Amy started to just

cry. Which they had never seen in all the years being friends with her. Jackie put her arm around

her and said we are your family and we so support you if this house means that much to you.

Then we can all handle it for you plus we are teens this is what we are supposed to do. Leah

being the youngest in the group always felt childish around the so she quickly agreed. Let's go I

am so ready plus everyone hypes these things up and nothing happens we will only be there a

few minutes. Amy laughed no little girl not a few minutes everyone knows the really scary stuff

doesn't happen till midnight we are spending the night there not here, Jackie smiled and said

let's get going the sooner she gets there and the sooner she gets board the easier it will be to

leave. The girls jumped through big piles of orange and red leaves until they arrived. The house

looked much scarier in the dark with the windows boarded up and the metal gate banging from

the wind. The vines wrapped all around the once white house that now was dingy gray and

brown.Jackie said lets see if the door is even opened. Amy grabbed the door full forced and

pushed up against it and nothing. The door would not budge. Leah was feeling relieved and

played along barely touching the door it swung open. Now Leah could barely breathe. Amy went

right in like she had no fear or care. Jackie said be careful who knows what could be in here.

Amy grabbed flashlights then when she saw it the blood it even smelled like fresh blood. Amy

looked at her 2 friends and said I think we might need to go. The girls looked at her in pure

confusion what are you talking about? Amy said I have a weird feeling something isn't right. We

need to go now then, all of a sudden they heard a mans voice. Thanks Amy for brining them

here. Amy answered Hello? How do you know my name. Jackie and Leah were so mad this was

your plan? To purposely scare us that's low even for you Amy and that's not okay to do to your

so called friends. Amy swore she didn't know what was going and Jackie was starting to believe

her. Then Leah started screaming as she saw someone in the corner with the biggest knife she

had ever seen. The Man was short and a little stocky. The 3 girls ran up the stairs screaming.

HELLLPPPP ! No one could her them ! !! Jackie had fallen down trying to make it to the door and

she yelled you guys close the door and lock it! Get out! I willfight him off as long as I can. They

both cried and said no not with out! Then they saw the man coming. They heard Jackie scream

as loud as she could and they heard banging on the floor and saw blood slowly seep in from the

door. They heard footsteps approaching Amy said this is all my fault and Leah said Amy none of

this is your fault Jackie just got killed and we are next if we don't pull it together. Amy looked

confused and proud all at the same time. She grabbed Leah's arm and looked for anyway to hide

or get out. That's when they saw it a attic with a ladder. Amy said quick get up here we will pull

the ladder in and he will never know where we are who will think we left. Leah said leave the

door cracked a little bit so he thinks we went out of this room. Amy said that is the most dumb

and brilliant thing I have ever heard of but we need to be quick if we are doing that. You go first

Leah okay she said Shakely. The girls managed to pull up the ladder and go to the other side of

the house in attic. Amy was loosing it why couldn't we have done this sooner she said? Leah

confused said we are all stressed and doing the best we can. I wish I could have thought of it

sooner. Then there she was. Amy white as a ghost said Jackie? You are okay? Thank god and



hugged her. That's when Jackie screamed they are up here. Leah laughed until she almost
started crying. Amy said OH MY GOD! You guys are the ones scaring me that's a relief. She heard
foot steps but wasn't scared. She saw the man was her DADI Dad you are in on it? I was so
scared this was crazy. I should have known when Jackie and Leah were acting braver them this
couldn't be real. He grabbed the knife and held it high and said I could never hurt my own
daughter which you are not! Amy said you are DRUNK its's me AMY BABY! He said no Jackie is

my daughter which I found out when your mom diedl You are nothing to me just a little brat
who always cried and never cared about anyone only your self. Jackie Laughed and Leah was on

the ground smiling with her feet on the ground crossed. Amy looking confused The dad stabbed
her right in the head in between the eye balls! and her blood dripped down her face slowly to
her neck. Amy said why?!?!? How could you do this to me? Jackie said my dad has been raising
you on his own foryears and you have ever done is bitch about him and judge him and blame
him for your mom's accident for her death. Leah looked and said your mom's death was no

accident. I had just gotten out of the child's asylum for another one of my famous known
episodes your mom was walking right by me. Before then I had only killed animals but I needed
to feed into the devilish hunger of committing a murder I wanted to watch the life drain from
her face. I wanted to see real fear. Amy loosing what looked like all the blood from her body said

how did they let you out Leah? Leah smiled and said that's not my name!!!! My name is
Danny!!! lt wasn't 20 years ago it was only a few years ago the same day and year your mom
died !!!!! Amy dropped lifeless to the ground and clenched for someone's hand !!l They all kicked

her dead body smothered her blood all over the walls of there house and said HAPPY

HALLOWEEN AMY!!!!I
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There has been a soft rustling in my ear for a few days now. I think I know why, and I am terrified. lt's all because of a
house on my street-house 1467 of Amberlight Lane.

My family and I just moved to Amberlight Lane. lt's well known in town for its historic beauty; it was once featured in an
article about the top ten Fall destinations in the state. The street is lined with cast-iron street lamps and trees that litter the
sidewalks with red and gold leaves every year. And true to the name Amberlight, each resident fills their home with warm,
soft lighting that seeps out into the street each evening.

However, house 1467 is different. lt was abandoned about twenty years ago-eight years before I was born. My mom
says it's a sore thumb, except in October, when it's considered "festive".

I haven't made any friends on the street yet, but I see the other kids playing outside. When they walk past 1467, they start
to run. I guess to avoid being in front of it for too long.

It was Halloween night, just before dusk. I was sitting with my mom on the front porch, passing out candy to the younger
trick-or-treaters who needed to make their rounds with their moms and dads before it got dark. I noticed two kids my age
walking by-not trick-or-treating, just hanging out.

"Mom, can I go talk to those kids? Please?" I asked. I really wanted to make some friends. I was tired of being so bored
on the weekends.

She sighed. "Yes, go ahead. But stay on our street, and don't go into anyone's house. I still don't know anyone here
either."

I immediately jumped up. "Thank you!" I said, already running.

"Hey!" I called out as I ran up to the group. "Hey, my name's David." I was catching my breath. "David Morce. ljust moved
in over there." I pointed toward my house. My mom waved, probably thinking I was introducing her too. "What are you
guys up to?"

"We're just walking around. There isn't much else to do around here, but you can come too," said a girl. "l'm Cassie, this is

my brother Marcus."

I was relieved. lt could have easily been a humiliating walk back to my house.

Cassie was the only one in a costume; splotchy green makeup, a black dress, and a pointy hat; obviously a witch. She
gestured to Marcus, a lanky boy with brown hair and braces.

"We were just talking about the abandoned house at the end of the street," Cassie said, grinning. "We were debating who
should go up and knock on the door, just to see if anyone answers."

"Why would anyone answer if it's abandoned?" I asked.

Marcus chimed in. "l swear I heard a loud noise coming from inside one night, like someone slammed a door or
something.



"And l've heard scratching at the door, like a cat or dog trying to get out," Cassie added. 'someone or somefhrng is in
there."' She looked at me quizzically with a raise brow. "So, David, what do you think? lf you believe it's abandoned, yqr
shouldn't be scared to go knock on the door, right?"

"l don't see the big deal." I shrugged but Cassie's growing excitement about the house was starting to make me nervous.

"Ok then," she said. "l mean it ls Halloween after all. Shouldn't it be little scary? Maybe instead of just knocking you
should go rnside. Just a quick look around and then come back."

Her tone was taunting.

"No way!That's illegal to break into someone's house!" I said.

"Technically, it's not someone's house," Marcus added, sheepishly.

"Why don't you go then?" I asked Marcus.

Before he could answer, Cassie jumped in. "Great idea! Marcus, you go with him. The rest of us will stand watch on the
sidewalk. lf anyone gets suspicious, we'll shout 'Trick-or-treat!' How's ihat for a signal?"

"Alright, fine," I said. I didn't want to risk losing my shot at making new friends already. Cassie was bossy, but the rest
seemed nice enough. "As long as Marcus goes with me, l'll go. I can see that house from my front window. l've never
seen anyone around it. l'm not scared."

"Let's go then!" Cassie said eagerly. "Oh and you have to take a picture as proof that you actually walked through it."

She handed me a flashlight, and Marcus pulled one out of his pocket. This seemed preplanned. I wondered if they had
planned to send Marcus in alone before I showed up or if my presence gave Cassie an out. Much to her relief, I'm sure.

We all headed toward 1467. By now, the sun had fully set. ln the dark, the house looked more than abandoned-it looked
menacing.

"Follow me" cassie whispered, then added mockingly, "And don't start crying now."

My eyes and nose had begun to run in from the brisk wind, but I ignored her and followed her around the back of the
house.

lnstead of grass, the yard was filled with tall weeds laced with spider webs that pulled at the bottom of my jeans. Cassie
hunched over the doorknob and started picking the lock with surprising speed.

I made a note to myself to check if our doors at home had deadbolts.

"There's no turning back now," she said. she opened the door and stepped aside.

"After you, Marcus." I said.

I didn't want to go in first, just in case they planned to close the door behind me as a prank.

Marcus grimaced and glanced at the open doorway. He stepped through flashlight sweeping shakily across the floor
ahead, revealing a preview of the filth that lay ahead for us. I followed him down the narrow hallway crouching close
behind while fumbling with my flashlight, trying to make it brighter. The batteries were already dying. Assuming tne houses
on the street are just as similar on the inside as they are on the outside, the hall should lead directly into the liiing room.

The air inside was filled with a dank, mildewy scent-and something else I couldn't quite identify. Like iron or rust mixed
with pine. I had never smelled anything like it. Mold crept up the walls around us. The carpet was matted with dirt and
stains from indeterminable sources.

"Shh-stop walking," I whispered. We both stopped and listened. My ears picked up a vague susurration coming from the
end of the hall. I aimed my dim light and caught a glimpse of something scurrying across the room. I exhaled a Jigfr ot
relief. "Cassie was right. There ls a cat."

We pressed fonryard, finally reaching the entrance of the room when Marcus dropped his flashlight and began to gasp and
spit frantically. I shined my light at him. He was grabbing at his face. lt was streaked with a refleltive substince.

"What is it?!" I whispered loudly as I reached for him, then retracted my hand rapidly, trying to shake off what felt like a
spider web. "Ack!"

t



I didn't take another step. I scanned the space around me for a safe path forward. My light caught shimmers of somethingst:Vng through the air all around me.

"sorry, it was just a web. I just wasn't expecting it. I'm good." Marcus had calmed down and picked up his flashlight. ,,Ugh,
but my light's out."

"And mine's about to die. Just take the picture so we can get out of here." I hoped he couldn't sense the panic building in
my voice. The murmur had grown loudel we were surrounded by it; a low busy hum. I had the gnawing idea that the room
itself was alive.

Click. Marcus snapped a photo and the camera flashed. For just a moment the flash illuminated the room. The room had
no furniture but it was far from empty. Before there was time io react we saw the source of the noise. Thousands of black
legs moving quickly, crawling over each other in crowded heaps on the ceiling corners. Rust colored stains soaked into
the walls directly below the clusters.

It lit up the webs that were strung from floor to ceiling. They were filled with spiders. Most were the size of normal house
spiders, but some the size of rats, and some even bigger. Long, skinny legs dragged large, round abdomens big enough
to be confused with a cat. A very large cat.

Chaos erupted. The camera flash set them off into a frenzy. Surrounding us, falling on our heads, shoulders, and at our
feet. They scurried over the walls, down the hall, and acrois the ceiling 

-btoiXing 
o"ur exit. Marcus was screaming. I could

hear him running around the room and stomping. I realized I was doing the sarie. The flashlight must've turned off when I
dropped it. We couldn't see them. But we could hear them running, faliing. And then I heard Jfiiss. lt was long and low
like steam under pressure being slowly released. lt had to be one of the big ones. I ducked down and covered my head. I
could hear Marcus's screams turn to sobs.

'We need to go! GO!" I yelled, fighting back my own tears as I tried to feel my way toward the exit. I ran my hand along
the wall-spiders under my fingers with every touch. They crawled across my facL, I could feel them in my nair. I was
struggling to catch my breath in my panic, but I needed to keep my mouth closed tight. I was covered.

A roaming light filled the room from outside. Someone's headlights granted us a precious moment of light. I caught a
glimpse of the way out. Then I saw one the size of a small boulder descending from directly above ."I Fangs first, it slid
its enormous body down from the ceiling, releasing another long, soft hiss. lts eyes reflected in the light, rev-ealing its
mindless motivation: to only seek heat...food. lwas frozen-too scared to move, afraid that if I did, iimight move faster. I

was trapped in a web that hadn't even been spun for me yet. Or maybe it had. This house was its trap now. lt had long
ago moved on from flies and moths. lt needed bigger prey.

Something grabbed me by the collar. "Run!" Marcus didn't let go; he pulled me along with him. We made it back outside.
Cassie wasn't waiting by the sidewalk like we had planned, she was standing outsidi the door, stunned.

Spiders were still pouring out the door behind us, running into the yard and back into inconspicuousness.

That was Friday. Marcus and I are okay but he isn't ready to talk about it. The house is going to be destroyed once they
can contain the infestation.

But there is something in my ear-something scratching, crawling, and probably growing.

L Fri, Oct 24,2025 at 8:50 AM

HiAlicia!

Thank you for your submission, we're looking forward to reading it! The contest winners will be announced in mid to late
November!

Thank youl
SPL Staff
[Quoted text hidden]
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Desolation

Name: Rebecca Al-

Age: 32 (adult category)

There is a menacing presence that looms within the woods. l'm not sure of what lives inside.

From time to time I hear faint rustlings or see a vague, far-off shape shifting among the dark,

brittle trees. Although my impressions are indistinct, there is a palpable malevolence that
spreads through the woods like a fog. lt seems somehow contained to the woods, but that does

not diminish the sense of danger I feel. I have a sense that whatever it is that's lurking within
wants me.

I dare not enter the wood, but I need to know what lies beyond it, so I walk along the border of
the wood at a comfortable distance. I keep it to my right, and a dry plain stretches endlessly to
my left. I need to find out whether there is some change to this interminable landscape.

I don't know how long l've been here. I can't track the passing of time. The sky is perpetually

8ray.

It is windless and quiet, as it usually is. All I hear is the crunching sound of my footsteps as I

trudge along, lost in my thoughts.

My eyes slowly register something unfamiliar on the horizon. A human figure stands at a

modest distance from the edge of the wood. lhaven't seen anyone in what feels like ages.

"Heyl" My voice has been out of use and comes out in a weak croak. The person is so far away, I

doubt that they heard me. Still, I wave and hasten my way towards them. To my horror, they

enter the woods.

"No, it's not safe!" lwhisper more to myself than to the person and pick up my pace to a jog

towards the spot they just entered the woods.

As if in response to my warning, a clamor of screeches and snarls breaks out from the edge of
the woods up ahead. I immediately abandon my path and dash to a nearby boulder. I crouch

behind it, too petrified with fear to try to see what's happening.

Sinister, guttural sounds intermingle with the person's wails. I shut my eyes and cover my ears,

just willing it to end. And, suddenly, it does. The attack must be over.



I slowly uncover my ears but remain in a crouched position. After a few long, quiet minutes of
clinging to the side of the rock (as though it could really protect me) I slightly raise my head and

take a cautious peek.

At first, I don't notice anything unusual. But then I see an indefinite shape among the trees
slowly moving along the wood's perimeter. My heart drops in my chest as I realize it's heading in

my direction.

I drop my head back down behind the boulder. I can't be seen. I close my eyes. My ears are

strainingto get any hint of the creature's movements. I pick up the sound of faint, trudging

footsteps. As the creature nears, l'm horrified to register the sound of what can only be flesh

rending and bones snapping. The mournful wails resume and seem incredibly close.

l'm driven to do the unthinkable. I make a dash from behind my covering out into the open

plain.

I am exposed now. The beast can see me. I don't care. I don't think. I just need to get as far

away from that creature as possible.

I run as fast as I can for probably ten minutes before I dare to glance behind me. I can't catch a

clear sight of the wood, so lstop in mytracks totryto get a better look. l'm a bit perplexed to

see that the woods are only a distant blur on the horizon. lt seems impossible that I traveled so

far in the time lwas running, and yet, once lam sure of what l'm seeing, lfeel a tinge of relief to

be so far away.

I carefully scan the plain, and the relief spreads within my chest when I see no sign of anything

following me. I can go slower now, but I am still resolved to continue my trek and leave the

horrors I just witnessed far behind me.

As I turn around, l'm met by the sight of the woods not one hundred yards in front of me. l'm so

startled that ljump back suddenly and collapse to the ground. I sit there dumb-founded for

several moments. Even if I got disoriented during the run, how did I suddenly come so close to

the woods?

I listen for any signs of the terrible beast. There is only silence.

Maybe I ron to a dilferent port of the woods. Maybe it extends in directions thot I couldn't

predict.

l'm trembling from my seat on the ground even as I try to reassure myself with these thoughts. I

know those explanations are insufficient. One moment I was running in an open plain and in the

next this wood appeared before me.



Even with no sign of the blood-thirsty creature, I am stricken by the sense that there is an

ominous force emanating from the line of tall, dark trees.

l'm in a daze for a while, but then lfinally pick myself up offthe ground. I back away from the
edge of the woods a bit more, but I don't run away this time. l'm fairly certain it would be

pointless. I decide to continue walking along the border as I was doing before. I have no other
choice.

I come across something I have never seen up to this point. There is a stone well situated at an

uncomfortably close distance to the woods' edge. At first, I don't even consider approaching it.

But the very sight of the well seems to draw out a burning sensation in my throat. l'm incredibly
thirsty.

I attempt to turn away from the well and to keep walking, but the sharp pain in my throat only

intensifies the more I try to ignore it. The need is so immediate that I quickly conclude that it
would be better to be killed by some beast than to suffer another minute of thirst.

I rush recklessly over to the well. The well is covered by a stone lid. I try to slide it off, but it
doesn't budge. I see a short bit of rope hanging down the outer side of the well, barely touching

the ground. ltug at it, but it is held securely underthe weight of the lid.

I circle the well a bit desperately now, searching for a way to remove the lid. I finally spot some

sort of latching mechanism. I am just about to try pushingthe latch, when I hear a yell.

"Stop thatl" a shrill voice commands.

I spin around, startled. A small woman emerges from the woods. l'm surprised to see another
person at all, much less someone who looks so tiny and defenseless coming out from among the

menacing trees. I stare at her dumbly as she cries out again.

"Didn't you notice that the lid holds the rope in place? lf you take offthe lid the bucket will be

lost."

I look back at the well. The bit of rope I noticed before is pretty much opposite the latch on the

lid. I did notice that the lid held the rope, but my thirst isn't allowing me to think clearly.

"Sorry, l'm just so thirsty," is all I respond.

"How do you think I feel? l've been waiting here forever," the woman snaps. She has dark,

scornful eyes.

"Waiting?" I ask slowly.



She lets out an exasperated sigh. "Are you stupid? lt obviously requires two people to access the
water. One to remove the lid, the other to hold the rope. l've been waiting in the woods for ages

for someone else to come along."

Now it was starting to make sense. The woman walks around the well opposite me and squats

down.

"l'm holding the rope. You can remove the lid now" she says.

I nod and place my hands on the latch. l'm just about to open the lid when it all strikes me as

too good to be true.

"Wait, so you'll use the bucket to get some water, and you'll share it with me?" l'm not able to
conceal the suspicion in my voice.

"Yeah, yeah," she blurts impatiently. "Obviously I get to drink first. l've been waiting, and you

just got here."

"But you will share with me?" I press.

I also want to ask why she was staying in the woods instead of out here by the well, but her eyes

flash angrily at me.

"Do you know the torment l've been in, waiting for this water?" her low voice trembles with

rage. "You'll get your water when it's your turn !"

The fiery pain in my throat rears up at her mention of the water. I don't want to anger her

further; so I nod apologetically and press the latch. The lid releases and slides easily away. The

well is deep, and I can't see to its bottom. The woman pulls the rope from side to side, and we

hear distant splashing noises as the bucket disturbs the water.

With a lookof triumph on herface, thewoman starts heavingthe bucket up bythe rope. Soon,

the bucket comes into view. The sight of the clear water sloshing about in the bucket sets me on

edge. The burning sensation in my throat is all-consuming.

The woman pulls the bucket over the rim of the well, raises it to her lips and greedily gulps it

down. l'm outraged as I see all the wasted water spilling out from the bucket. I take a step

towards her; hoping to somehow catch some of the spilling water for myself.

The woman, sensing my movements, lowers the bucket from her lips and looks at me

dangerously.

"lt's just, you're spilling so much." I justify myself angrily. "Can't we scoop it out somehow and

both get some?"



Her dark eyes stay fixed on me for a while, and then a vindictive smile breaks across her tiny
face. She raises the bucket and dumps the entirety of the water back into the well. Then she

tosses the bucket and length of rope into the depths of the well.

My perplexity is quickly overcome with blind rage. I don't know what l'm screaming at her as I

charge her and knock her to the ground.

Once on the ground, her smile vanishes and she stares blankly at me. Her indifference is

infuriating. "Why did you do that?" I wail. I pull her torso up a few inches from the ground and

slam it back down again. Her head slaps the hard ground violently. I don't stop. I continue

shrieking and smashing her into the ground. Exhaustion stops me and I look down to see what

damage l've wrought.

Did I kill her? I wonder more out of curiosity than remorse.

The woman's blank eyes snap into focus. She looks directly into my eyes and she sits up abruptly

and flashes a sinister grin. I don't have time to move. She grabs my wrists in her tiny but

powerful hands and hauls me towards the woods.

I try to cry out but my voice chokes up with inhuman guttural sounds. Now the woman is

laughing as she drags me into the ominous shade of the trees. lnstead of weeping, all I can do is

sna rl.

The woman hurls me against a tree. I hear a dull crack and feel a searing pain across my

shoulder blades where they hit the trunk. The cracking doesn't stop. lt's as though this first

break set off a chain reaction throughout my body. The gap between my shoulder blades begins

widening. l'm breathless as my spine breaks repeatedly and pushes out as though trying to rip

through my back. All I can do is wail as my body convulses and my bones shift and snap into

unnatural angles.

I look hopelessly up at the woman who is watching me with a mixture of amusement and

repulsion. Tears are welling up my vision, so I can't see clearly, but something about the woman

is altered. Her face is unnaturally elongated. Her eyes are entirely black.

Am I becoming o beost like her? I wonder.

"You are nothing like me and you will be nothing like me." She says, clearly offended. Then she

smiles again. "Soon you'll be nothing but an unthinking animal."

Why am I chonging? What does this womon have to do with it?

"l was just sent to tempt you. You're not becoming like me. You're simply becoming who you

truly are."



My thoughts are becoming dull, but something about what she says rings true. She walks away,

disappearing deeper into the woods. I am left alone with the snapping of my bones and the
deadening of my mind.
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The ringing in her head was so intensely loud, such an unsettling buzz. Callie reaches up to feel her head and tries to
pinpoint why her head is buzzing. That is when she runs her hand over her scalp and in between the fibers of her hair and
feels something wet, she moves her hand down to her vision of sight and notices that her fingers are full of crimson red
dripping down her fingers. She then confusingly looks around and realizes it is dawn and she is in a Forest full of trees,
rocks and who knows what else that may lurk in the woods. She had no recollection of the night before; her princess
costume from the night before was soaked in blood and had different scratch-like marks sprinkled throughout the dress as
if someone had attacked her. She stands up shakily. She has no idea how she got here, and in the state she is in, there is
no denying someone tried to hurt her, maybe even kill her, and they almost succeeded.

With a fuzzy memory and a sharp pain radiating throughout her head, she tries to piece together a timeline of what
happened last night. The last thing she remembers is going to her first-ever college Halloween party with her best friend,
Stacie, last night. Callie didn't like a lot of people, but there was always something different about her that drew Callie to
Stacie. So on Halloween morning, Stacie beamed when she walked through her and Callie's dorm room door. She
excitedly announced, holding up an orange and black flyer. "Sam is throwing a Halloween party tonight & we're going."
As she excitedly shakes the flyer in front of Callie's face. Callie tries really hard not to roll her eyes at this goofy,
stereotypicalfrat boy, and he's a realtool. Callie can't seem to understand what someone as magnificent as Stacie
would see in someone as foolish as Sam, even despite Callie's constant claims that she gets an unsettling feeling from
Sam. Stacie just calls Callie silly and ignores it, and goes back to obsessing over Sam.

That night (Halloween night), as the girls arrive on the doorsteps of the frat house, which is draped in miles of fake
cobwebs and purple and orange crepe paper. They can hear the bass from the backyard booming. The girls look at each
other. Stacie has a look of astonishment and excitement. Callie has a look of worry and dread. As much as Callie hates
things like this, she loves Stacie, and she loves how Stacie looks when she is happy and smiling. So begrudgingly, they
head into the party. As they head to the party, a not totally belligerent drunk guy hands them orange solo cups, which are
filled with foamy beer. That is when Sam runs in and sneaks up on Stacie, twirling her around, admiring her seductive
version of a feline. Sam and Stacie, with a quickness, run up stairs to do what? Callie can't even imagine, or maybe she
can she just doesn't want to. So she then, against her better judgement, she drinks both foamy beers in her hand, one
hers, the other the abandoned foamy cup of a friend who would rather spend all night with a guy like that.

As the memory fades, Callie snaps back to the present panic slowly starts creeping in. The last time I saw that
untrustworthy frat bro, he was going with my best friend up the stairs. From there, everything turns really foggy. While all
these thoughts race through her head, her knees become heavy and he crashes down in the forest knees first hearing the
crunch of late autumn leaves underneath her, when the sun suddenly hits something causing it to shine, something
appearing in the distant like a golden mini saucer, she works towards the glowing gold as she gets close she realizes it's
just a golden ring. That is when she takes a closer look and realizes that the glowing is attached to something, and she
finally arrives at the destination of the ominous golden glow. She lets out the biggest shriek a human has probably ever
heard. With tears in her eyes, she realizes it's Stacie's ring and that her friend's ring is attached to Stacie's lifeless body.
She then drops to her knees again and crawls next to her lifeless friend and examines her to try to piece together what
happened. She notices the crimson wetness dripping down and covering her friend's face. Then she notices a pocket
knife shoved in the abdomen of someone she loves so dearly. Her eyes welled up. Who could do this? This had to be
Sam. Callie always knew he was a trouble. She wonders to herself how much pain her sweet Stacie had to suffer, and
how much more sinister her death was.
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As Callie is lying on the ground next to Stacie, she hears a rustling of leaves and branches in the distance. As she begins
to stand up, she notices Sam in the distance with multiple police at his side. She runs towards Sam, screaming, " How
could you?" She dodges towards him, screaming, " Now u go and get the authorities as if your sick master piece needs to
be a whole spectacle?"

That is when Sam looks at her, startled, and says, "l think you're mistaken. I am not sure what you remember about last,
as you did seem pretty intoxicated, and your eyes appeared very dark when Stacie and I came from downstairs. You had
approached us yelling and screaming, upset that the friend had abandoned you and that no one would ever really love
you like u do. She then stormed off, running into the woods a few miles down from the party, looking for peace. I was so
hesitant to go, it didn't seem like my business. That is when I decided to follow, and in ways I am glad I did, and in ways I

am now changed forever. She told you that you need to stop being so obsessed with her. Then aliof a sudden, you
looked full of rage as you pushed her and she pushed you back, causing you to stumble on a pile of rocks." While he
says this, she reaches up to the blood splattered wetness upon her scalp. Then her eyes began to well with tears. She
then looks at him and responds, " That's when I pushed her back, causing her to hit her nead on a big, massive rock
hidden behind a tree. I had panicked because I didn't know if she was alive or not. I took the rock and bashed her head
in more. After realizing what I had done, I was panicked she would die in pain, so I stabbed her with a pocket knife I had in
my purse in hopes it would speed things along. But I love her, I have always loved her." She pleads *itf, tn" authorities
and Sam' That is when the authorities start to arrest Callie. As they are about to wheel her off in their patrol cars.

The frat bro Sam looks at Callie, "l was never the monster you made me about to be, it's you, you are the monster. ,,
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The Hunter
By

Sean Ft
Forests that used to be death traps for the few merchants or gypsies who dared travel through them now have well-worn roads
opening up new trade opportunities for dozens of towns and villages. ln some of the smaller towns, it's like the dark times have
been written out of the history books: doors are left unlocked; children wander off for hours without leaving their mothers in a
nervous sweat.

Don't get me wrong, there's still crime. Most of the stories I look into turn out to be common pirates or bandits, but there are a
few that seem to go deeper than petty thugs. lt's stories like these that bring back memories of the old days; strange events thatpeople attribute to ghosts or banshees or whatever else lurks in the dark regions of our country that people still fear, the sort ofthings that will give you nightmares. Although ancient superstitions aren't something I like to look into, I know firsthand that thereare worse things out there than bandits.

I was on my way to Farview Hills to speak with a woman whose husband disappeared last month. I was part of a wagon train ofmerchants and travelers going through the marshes, the only road to Farview Hills that wasn,t flooded most of the year. pierse,
the leader of the wagon train, pulled me aside one night after the wagons circled up to get my opinion on something that I couldtellwas making him nervous' He kept stealing glances into the dark marsh before we finally arrived at his wagon. once inside,he pulled the tan canvas closed, leaned in close, and whispered, "Have you seen it too? Last night and the night before?Something has been moving through the marsh with us that isn't part of our wagon train.,,

I told him I hadn't seen anything that seemed out of the ordinary, and he invited me to stay up with him and his two sons, Thomasand Kain' and keep watch' I accepted; I thought it would do me some good to interact with other human beings in a way thatdidn't involve my work.

I had heard that spirits and other sorts of unmentionables were preying on travelers in the vast wilderness that makes up amajority of our landscape, but I had always thought it was the wild imaginations of the survivors trying to make sense of whathappened.

To break the silence' I started telling them that I was traveling from the edges of the Knothole Mountains near wood Havenbecause of my interaction with a man in our main shipping port, King's Harbor, in the harbor's most, well let,s just say well-knownpub' and not in a good way, I spoke with a man from a nomadic tribe that moves along the Knothorn Mountains. He had comedown to King's Harbor to find work on a ship or in the fish market; whatever courd make him enough money to move his familyaway from the mountains' when I inquired as to why he wanted to move his family, he told me, ,,The mountains have becometoo dangerous." That was all I needed to saddle my horse and head north towards the mountains.

The mountains' being well known for bringing even the most skilled climbers to their deaths, proved to be too much for me andthe small group who started out from wood Haven. By the end of the first week, we hadn't even made it halfway up, and oursupplies had been nearly exhausted. we headed back down to wood Haven, and ljoined up with this wagon party shortly afterthat.

"Did you see anything on the mountain?" asked Thomas, throwing more wood on the fire.

"of course he didn't, you twit," said Kain, "nothing can rive up there."



"Damn it, boys!" Pierse growled, "Just keep your mouths shut and your eyes on the marsh. lt shouldn't be too much longer."

And he was right. Soon, we could hear movement in the marsh; something was slowly creeping towards us. Thomas and I took
up arms and put out the fire while Pierse and Kain went from wagon to wagon, warning them and getting them ready to move if
we had to. A few of the other men in our company armed themselves and came outside the wagon circle with us.

We could see their eyes now, at least a dozen pairs of glowing yellow orbs, stalking through the swamp towards us. We could
vaguely make out human-like shapes through the darkness.

"We're armed, don't come any closer," Pierse shouted. They did not respond. They didn't even react; they just kept coming
towards us.

"What do they want?"

"What are they?"

"Are they human?" was what I could make out over the nervous chatter as our antagonists advanced on us.

Already, we had the women and children heading in the opposite direction, towards the mountains where we had made camp a
few nights prior. There were caves there where they could have some shelter, and, if they stuck to the main road, there was a
higher chance that someone might come along to help them.

Back at the wagon circle, we readied our bows; most of the men had the standard long bows, while pierse, myself, and a few ofthe others in our group cocked our crossbows and took aim. Pierse gave one last warning before we released our bolts on ouraggressors' I made sure mine found its target in the glowing yellow eye in this thing's head. I brought another bolt into my handwhile searching for a second target, but I found my first target still staggering fonruard. I put another arrow clear through theremaining eye, and it stiil did not bring down whatever this thing was.

seeing what had happened' Thomas and Kain each grabbed an oil-soaked arrow from their quiver and leapt down from theirperch on top of the wagon' They dipped the tips of the arrows into the embers of our extinguished fire and shot the flamingprojectiles straight into the eyes of my target. The other archers followed suit and started dipping their arrows in oil. withinminutes' every archer had an ignited arrow notched and ready. ln unison, we filled the marsh with a fiery glow and could finallymake out what our attackers looked like.

we were being besieged by living skeletons, some still in their skin. l've read about ghouls before, horrible undead nasties, but Ididn't think they were real, or at least not real anymore.

Sean F. F

"Every quiet moment carfles rne sparK ot rmagrnation.,,



This is a true ghost story. lt happened to me.

My husband and I and our newborn baby boy lived in an old house on Platte Avenue in the fair city of
Colorado Springs. One dark autumn night, I bundled up my baby and prepared to go pick up my
husband at the airport. As I entered the kitchen, put on my coat and grabbed my purse, I heard my back
door close which rattled the kitchen door. I had no idea who may have entered, so I carefully opened the
kitchen door to see if someone was on the landing. No one was there. Stairs to the basement also led
from the landing. As I stepped onto the landing, the overhead light suddendly came on. I quickly
realized that the only light switch for the landing was behind me in the kitchen! I spun around...no one
was there. Then, I heard the basement door slowly creaking. I looked over the banister to see the door
swing slowly open. I called out, "Who's there!" No answer. I was positive someone had entered through
the back door and descended to the basement. I went back into the kitchen and grabbed the biggest
knife I could find. I had to see if someone was playing a joke on me! I walked caiefully down theltairs
and into the basement, but no one was there. I checked the two closets, every corner and even the old
coalcellar. I found nothing.

over the many years that we lived in this house, many other unexplained occurrences took place. Loud
noises late at night that sounded like a bowling ball being oropped to the floor. Jewelry worn daily,
suddenly missing, that would turn up later in a coat that hadnt been worn for a couplebt y""rr. Coming
home after work and finding the front door and the two windows next to our fireplace standing wideopen' We often heard a woman's voice. Soon, we got used to our house gnosi. We called her Mrs.Hamilton. she just liked to play pranks on us. she irean't no harm.

Submitted by:

Ms. L. Schardt,



My Horror Story

I,M A NORMAL KID WTTU A TRoUBLEE PAsT. I Wns NEqtEgtED A.s A KID AND R"PtrD TWICE,

oNeE ulttslE t r{*.s 14 ltNE Wunu r Wts 15. [ 60r srer u(rru MENrNGrrrs s Wrrf,N r WRs r g. t
HAVE PTSD FROM T{TTASSUVq A CRIITE. I HAVE BLooD sTjcAR IssUEs AND soMETIITLs
EREATHII{C lsSULS. I REMEMBEN Wuun MY.MoM. ulouru uu*Vu rrrY orursr BRoTHE& [N

CHIt.RGE so sHE goutDe uVtr. LIFE" As sHE Wotrt p ofrEIrI snY. I W*s eLAn Wurn uY
BROTTIER qOT TO gg UY LEgAt qI.IAftDIAN ATTtrR uY ntu DIED. THf,RE WnRt. TII[fs sHE
u[oum rnYro rAKE cusronYor ME BIJT qor cArlcur uVr.RYrIIilE. nm, Wo&sr v{Rs
CHRISTMAS LAST YEAR. TT WtS CTIRXSTMAs NIqHT nuu uVuRYoT.Ju WAs AsLEE,P ru(CEPT
Mtr BECAUSE THE g*EYXilOr'IrrOR WNS r,I.AsHIN6 so T rllns UIP ANE TIIE }IoTJstr nL*nM v{A.s
COIN6 OFF SO I RAN TO €ET MYBROTHER. TI{EN uYsruruousrYrug gIeYMoNrroR WT,n-r
SILENT ruvu t{E BorH xltuWtutr Wts nor A 6ooD THIN6. so, UE gAN To rug g*.By,s
RooM Rlio str{ruuYr{enu Norrl{trRu. so, WE cALLED TrrE poucE ANE ruu'ycruag oVER
IND ASKT,D QUESTIONS AND CflECKtrD tTTg suguR[rYFooTAEE. AfTER TH.*T ruuY
SEARCHED f'OR THE GIRI.S AND PUT OUT AN AMBER ALf,RT SO MORE PE,OPIE CAN HELP fINE
TIIEM. trrooK * ruWuou&s BUTrusYrouuD THE cIRIs AnD ARREsTED THE punson Wuo
KIDNAPPED THEI{" AfTtrR ALLTHErnrtqrn{ nYUpU. tS GOING qOOD RltU rOUrt HAVE 4
KrDs AND ruuYnau u:qsyeorNe.

The End

tr
^b€the

tiL
l,d()ft

tttl"t
\t/

0 (---'
,/



Food of the Gods

"Vengeance. Vengeance is all that remains."

My name is Snarler, or Tannsgrisnir in the High Tongue. I don't care which, if either,

you use, as I don't plan to be here long. Along with my trace-mate, Tanngnjostr (Tooth-

grinder), I lived a life none would envy. We were enslaved by the Asgaardian god Thor,

forced to pull his chariot on daily treks. Sometimes he'd even have other godlings ride

along: There'd be as many as four of them in the chariot! Four, being pulled by just two

goats! lt was a hard life that Tooth-grinder and I had, and we were more than justi1ed to

snarl and grind our teeth over even this small part of our lot. Hauling those godlings

from fjord to tjord or trotting through giant- infested woods was our daily fare. And the

cold! You would not believe how cold it got whenever Thor had the whim to visit the

frost-giants' realm! You'd think that, of an evening, we'd be allowed to peacefu lly graze

and replenish ourselves with restful sleep. You'd think that...but you,d be wrong.

They say that Thor's brother Loki is a malicious trickster. ln reality his actions pale

compared to the crueljests of Thor. Or maybe Thor's depraved humor was just the

vicious work of the Norns, those who are supposed to weave our fates and then snip off

our lives so we can die into peaceful oblivion. Be warned, ye who would commerce with

the gods: Thor does not let such peaceful things as Death interfere with his desires.

Each evening, after he made camp, Thor would draw forth his enchanted hammer.

After our hard day of working, pulling his chariot and his friends around, he would take

that hammer and bash in Tooth-grinder's head...and then mine. Sometimes it was



quick, but often it was not and we would languish in pain as our lifeblood leaked into the

soil.

The hammer had an evil magic, instilled in it by dwarves who, with their tormented

envy of all other living things, do their best to make lives miserable. With this hammer,

Mjolnir by name, the dwarves exceeded their highest expectations. When it killed

someone or something, it held the victim's soul, their life-essence, until the wielder

chose to release it. Thus, when Thor slew us of an evening, we were still there, still

aware, still feeling. We saw him draw his knife, pierce our skin with its keen point. We

felt him flay our carcasses, carve the muscle from our bones. We anguished as the

flames of the cooking fires slowly roasted our flesh, felt the teeth of Thor and his guests

rip into us with each bite they took. Eventually they would have their fill. Did we dare

hope that the peace of death would come now? Would our souls be released to seek

the eternal pastures which we deserved?

No

Come morning Thor would spread our flayed skins upon the frosty or dew-dampened

ground, then scatter our well-chewed bones back upon them. Releasing our life

essences from his hammer, he would focus them upon the bare bones and skins, using

his magictoflesh outourbodies, forcing us back into life...a horrific life of continuous

servitude' We snarled and grit our teeth even more fiercely when he came to us once

more with the iron bits, wedging them painfully behind our molars. Do you wonder why

we snapped at him as he forced us to accept those bitter bits within our mouths,

strapped the traces once more upon us, and whipped us once more into motion? This

was our daily, and nightly, lot: one we would have to endure forever...or so it seemed.



It was not uncommon, during our travels, for Thor to stop at a mortal's abode. lt was

amazing how often the mortals owning these homes had daughters of nubile age. Thor

and the other godlings would flirt outrageously, competing with each other for the

attentions of the girls. Thor loved to seem generous and also liked to amaze the

peasant folk with his magic, particularly if a daughter was awed by his grandeur.

One night when Thor was our sole passenger, he stopped at the farmstead of a

peasant named Gunbar. Gunbar had a son, Jalfi, and a daughter, Roseka. Roseka was

just coming into the bloom of womanhood, and Thor's eyes lit lustfully when he saw her.

True to form, Thor invited the family to join in a feast. l, of course, knew what was

coming and tried bolting as soon as the reins were released and the traces unstrapped.

But Thor grasped one of my horns, threw me to the ground, and struck once again with

that cruel hammer. As I was squirming, it proved a glancing blow, leaving me dazed and

all too easily a victim of his second blow .Tooth-grinder fared no better, and soon we

were better fare than those peasants had eaten for many a moon. The son, Jolfi, so

greedy to get every last ounce of sustenance from this god-sent meal, even cracked

one of Toothgrinder's leg bones to get at the nutritious marrow. Thor was so smitten

with Roseka, calling her his Rosebud and running his hands through her silken tresses;

he did not notice what Jolfi was doing. As the bone cracked I felt my trace-mate,s spirit

wince in pain, but that pain wourd prove our release from servitude.

The next day dawned clear but cold. Gunbar and his children did not wish to leave

their turf-fire even to bid their guest "safe travel" as was customary. I could tell that Thor

had made no conquest the night before as he grumbled his way to the door. yet Thor

still had one more trick to show them. He summoned them outside to witness what he



called his most impressive magic. One does not lightly refuse a god, so soon the three

mortals were all huddled outside their doonrrvay. Thor spread out the goatskins, those

shells of our tortured lives, then placed our bones upon them. Majestically he raised his

hammer, calling Tooth-Grinder and I forth once more into our skins. But this time, as I

stood, I saw Tooth-grinder stumble. My trace-mate was lame!

Thor was furious! His chariot could not be pulled by a lone goat. But then I saw a crafty

gleam in his eye. Perhaps he could turn things to his advantage. He had not yet given

up on wooing the young lass, and angrily charged the family with damaging his

property. Gunbar blanched for, if such a charge were made at a woot-meet, his

reputation would be ruined. He could afford not even a skald to help him with his case

should this come before the judges. All this showed in Gunbar's facial expression within

an instant, and Thor's quick eye told him that Gunbar would quickly agree with any

demand the god made. Thor's skillful bartering soon had the peasant giving his two

children as servants in exchange for two goats, one of which was lame. perhaps the

peasant thought his children would have a better life being with the gods, instead of on

an overworked farm. Perhaps he simply was thinking of two fewer mouths to feed: I will

not judge him. As his son and daughter walked off with Thor, I wondered if Thor would

be tasting Roseka's lips that night, or her flesh, one never knows with the gods. My one

wish for the two youngsters was that they would not end up experiencing the hammer,s

magic as Tooth-grinder and I had.

Put out to pasture that day, I thought the Norns had finally redeemed us. There was

grass to eat, the weather was warm, and we were finally free. No more trudging along

with that massive chariot behind us, no more daily slaughter, no more suffering as we



were eaten each night and restored each day. A butterfly wafted by on a gentle breeze

and I gave it a merry chase. But the Norns are not kind. They weave our fates using

entrails for warp threads and human heads as loom weights. I should have known our

retirement was not to last.

Humans have but few uses for goats. A she-goat can give milk for cheese, but a he

goat is only good for the use of his hair to weave a coarse cloth...or for meat. That

afternoon Gunbar came to the field with a sharpened knife. I ran, but Tooth-Grinder,

being lame, was not fast enough. He truly died, his life blood soaking into a field on his

first day of freedom, and I saw the same fate lay in my near future. That night t bolted

for the woods.

I wandered some for the next few months, cursing my life and the gods who wrought

such misery' I had no companion now save my anger, and that anger finally led me

here' The journey to find you was slow, for I had to be careful. t knew, O Fenrir Wolf,

that the gods had hidden you well. But the wind brought word of your presence; I

followed every rumor until I discovered your prison. I knew Heimdall, Thor,s ally, kept

watch so none could get to you. Yet cautiously I crept past Heimdall's gaze,and his

interest was not aroused. Why would he suspect a goat, especially one of Thor,s own?

It is common knowledge that the Asgardians keep you half-starved so you lack the

strength to break the magic cord that binds you. The gods know that you hate them as

much as I do, that when you are freed you will attack them and destroy their Val-hall. All

know how they fear you, how they tricked you in younger days. They called it a game,

promising to unbind you. You broke the greatest of chains, but when they offered the

magic cord' you suspected their duplicity. The godling Tyr put his hand in your mouth as



guarantee that they would release you...but they did not. His hand was not a great

enough cost for their betrayal; their refusal to give you the promised freedom. Your long

years of your captivity demand that you do no less than bring their doom. Ragnarok will

begin, the end of all. Only starvation keeps you weak enough to be held by their chain.

Now I stand before you, having often served as the food of gods. Thor has eaten me;

his magical strength courses through me still. IVy meat will provide you more than

enough sustenance to break the chain that holds you. Promise me but two things before

I walk within your chain's reach and Ragnarok begins. First, that your jaws be quick and

merciful; second, that my vengeance on the gods be fulfilled.
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The solt cheeks olAudrcy Hoffman weren't preparcd for the pain of thc blow. It was alnrost as if Erwin
Tandor's knuckles were one with her mandible for a brief, horrific, moment. "Just who do you think you are?" he
sneered. All Audrey could do was gasp through her tears and bloody nose. "l don't know," she sniffled, cautiously
beginning to back away from her bully. "Exactly!" Erwin shouted back. "You're just some dumb first grader. You'll
never know." Erwin rurncd away and walked off, of course, light on his feet. "Waitl" Audrcy squcaked after hirn,
and he spun back around. "You want rnore of this?" Erwin smiled wickedly and hcld up his fist. "Who do 1,or.r think
you are?" The whitcs of his cyes bccame frozen snow and ice, but only for a sccond. "l'm.snong, " said Erwin.
"Stronger than vou."

Audrey rubbed her black and blue face, and dashed offto the schoolyard, ignoring the coos and pleas of the
tcachers and administrators pursuing her. Thcy had no powcr. The very same thing would happcn to her again
tomorrow. If thosc in authority didn't have rcal power to stop the sufferings of the "little kids" likc herself, who did?
Certainly not the parents. Hcr mothcr workcd over timc, and she never kncw hcr father. Audrey had known how to
fcnd for hcrself from the vcry start. Maybe that's what life was about. Surviving, and fcnding for yourself. But in
order to accomplish that, onc needed to bc strong. Animalistically strong.

Micheal was highcr than cvcry eaglc that soared thc planct in his mothcr's hands as shc hcld hinr abovc thc
chattering crowd at Metropolitan LocalZoo. "Closcr, mommy, closer," thc littlc one babblcd. "l'll try," his rnother
answered hesitantly. It took some pushing and squeezing on Mrs. Joncs's part to makc it all the way up to thc cagc,
but she made it. Thc gigantic glorious beast glowered, glaring at the swcaty tourists and families that gapcd at him.
There was a plaque on his cage that read, Ajax, African Lion, King of the Beasts. Micheal's eyes sparkled with
wonder, and he smiled ear to ear at the thought of being called "king of thc bcasts." Thc only thing that stood
between Micheal, and the king of the beasts were the cold bars of metal that caged the lion in. Micheal jerked
forward, reaching lris tiny arm closer..closer.. A frightened squeal escaped the boy's moutlr as he reflexively pulled
back. The lion had pounced on the bars of his cage, snapping his heavy marrdible. Ilis cold and kingly gaze was
fixed directly on Micheal. A nrajority of the crowd around the lion cage had cowered elsewhere, whispering
something about a savage beast. "Foolish child," Michcal's nrothcrplaccd him back on the ground as shc scolded
him. "You sltould never placc your hand ncar the cage of a wild animal."

Michcal poutcd all thc way home from thc zoo, sorrowfully wishing that he had gaincd thc favor of the
jungle kingdom's ruler. He fclt a wcight on his stomach. It wasn't fear. Micheal knew he was safe now. Thc weight
was much too cold and steely to be considcrcd disappointment. It was sharne. Not becausc Michcal had bccn
scoldcd by his mother in public, that was sorncthing hc had grown vcry accustomed to. When Ajax the lion bared his
tcethinMicheal'sdirection,Michcal hadbccn scared. Hecouldn'tbescaredofalion,cvcnifitwa.rthekingofthc
beasts. Gctting scared was for babics. No, Michcal just knew in his heart that hc had to bc thc onc to hunt the lion.
Show it who's boss. Becausc everyone died, but only thc wcak died a dcath of cowardice.

Kelly bit her dry and crackcd lip as the battered truck she had owned since was fifteen rattled across the
woodlands. She hadn't becn back to hcr aunt's cabin sincc thc Thanksgiving belore last. (Kclly couldn't make it last
ycar duc to thc unforgiving flcet of snow that walled hcr in.) Shc wishcd that shc was visiting tor thc holidays.
Instead, she was on hcr way to a funcral.

On the sweltering late August morning it happcncd, Aunt Estcllc rang hcr six timcs, but Kclly had been
opcrating a wood chippcr at thc lumbcr mill, so she didn't pick it up until thc vcry end of the day. Aftcr Kclly camc
home, (whcrc therc was deccnt ccll scrvicc), shc rcturncd her aunt's call. "Jill's gonc." Kclly's hcart practically
stopped. "What? What do you mean she's gone? I thought she was at sumlncr camp." No rcsponsc. Kclly tricd to
swallow the boulder that managed to find its way into her throat. Did the line cut out? "She was supposed to be back
from Camp Vestri two months ago. Apparently, some sort of batshit forest fire started the night before she was
supposed to come home. The staffhas been looking everywhere. We'vebeen looking everywhere. Not a trace. The
authorities decided tlrat it was time to..." my aunt choked up. "Proclaim her dead." The color drained frorn Kelly's
face, and her thoughts meltcd into purc static. "My baby's been reduced to ash.." Aunt Estelle was in hystcrics.



Jill was only sixteen when it happcned. Kelly didn't want to imagine what it was likc to dic at sixteen ycars
old. Kclly could still rcmembcr how Jill would dash to the scat next to hcr cvery Christmas and Thanksgiving.
Somchow, Kclly ncver lost track of all of thc picturcs, lctters, and crafts that Jill had made her. If you askcd licr to,
Kelly could recite Jill's favorite color (purple), favorite animals (penguins and moose), and best friend (it changed
from year-to-year, but her most recent one was named Red.). Even though Kelly wouldn't have traded the treasure
of a girl for all the money in the world, the tears never came. Kelly just couldnl believe that Jill was dead, despite
the fact that all of the evidence was there. Forest fires were bitches that inhaled wood trees and cabins faster than
five-year-olds inhaled macaroni and cheese. It was no sccret that thc fires inhaled peoplc cvcn faster.

Kelly shook thc irnage from her hcad. There was still six hours left in her joumey to Aunt Estellc's cottage,
and she couldn't afford to crash her truck. Shc dccply inhaled, and caught a glimpse of hcr slightly wrinklcd facc in
thc rearview mirror, framcd by a light brown bun streaked with gray. Aunt Estelle nevcr failcd to mcntion how
stunning her verdant green eyes were. Kelly tried to reroute her train ofthought, but instead, she accidentally
reroutcd her truck instead. Which wrong tum did she makc? Her truck was just managing to squeezc betwccn
crowds of dying pincs, branchcs brutally scratching against thc window Kclly tapped on h". p-hon" to open up her
GPS, but the screcn remained unchangcd and black.

Kelly gasped in shock as hcr stomach took a leap at the sparky sound of a blown fusc. Or at least, Kelly
thought it was a blown fusc. Thc smokc strcaming through thc craikcd window of the truck madc her cough. There
was no doubt about it. Thc engine was brokcn. Kclly sighcd, but rcmained calm. She knew shc could fix t[is, but a
two hour pit stop in the middle of God-knows-where was not exactly i<leal for a long truck trip. Kelly popped open
the bed of the truck, and it squeaked open like a tortured squirrel. Killy's jaw hung ipen. Her suitcaie ara auff.t uug
took up all of the space in the truck bed. She was so used to having jump cables ana iepair tools stowed away, that
she had forgotten she had taken them out. Kelly's heart began pounaing, and she fought the urge to scream. But then
again, she was so far away frotn society, that not a soul would hear it. Att rt,. had to survive on h., o*n was somc
clothes, her reading glasses, her dead phone, and keys. Maybe there was an abandoned shack campground nearby.
That wasn't uncommon in this part of the country. But that was a best case scenario. All Kelly.oula do was walk
until she found some forrn of civilization. She'd be walking for miles, but il'she waited lor ron1.on. to rescue her,
she'd be waiting even longer. Besides, Kelly was the type to take accountability and pull her.self outof her own
shitshow.

As she strolled through the woods, collecting hcr thoughts, the silky scent of pine fadcd away to a prickly
odor similar to marujana. Or was it gasolinc? Kclly couldn't tell, but it certainly didn't bclong in the forest. 3tre t<cpt
walking anyway. Pcrhaps this was only the beginning of her going mad.

Herjourney continucd, and thc forest changed from a dark cage oftrees closing her in, to a slightly morc
defincd, yet still unkempt, path. The path continued for a few hours bcfore rcaching alm-ost a solid wall-of iines.Kelly's heart raced. Could this be the boundaries to someone's property? She squeJzed her way through the pines,
into a clearing. Kelly was shocked to find a battered chapel thai prouuuty hosted a congregation of twenty, at most.
The white paint on its walls was chipping of[, and the cross on the top oithe building toofea like it had been pulled
from a windmill' Outside the church, was a sturdy metal sign with engraved letters that rcad: pASCAL LAMB
CHAPEL' CHRIST IS OUR HOPE. It was unsurprising that the age-old sign had becn graffitied, bur thc tcxt thar

was crudely spray painted in black felt...off. HAIL THE LION. Kclly raiscd an cycbrow. A crazy pcrson had
definitcly madc a visit herc. A druggic who "found God," and wantcd to sharc it with thc world. Kclly sighcd, and
hoped that there would be a stash of doomsday prcpper supplics insidc the church. Shc walkcd up to the church's
double doors, and pushed them open with a crcak tlrat cchoed through the sanctuary. At lcast 20d pairs ofcyes laser
focused on her. What kind of church was this?

The stares of the congrcgation only lastcd a few scconds before Kelly squeczcd in thc pews among them.
The prcacherat the altarkcpt going like nothing had happcned. The man was tall, and muscular. His baby blue shirt
was fadcd with dirt, and his beard was messy and unkempt. He looked like most of Kelly's coworkcrs at thc lumbcr
mill. "Thc book of Pcter rcad that the Enemy roams like a lion, watching for someone to dcvour. Thc only way wc
can escape thc traps of the Devil is iIwe devour him. We musr become the lion." A chorus of 'amens' resounded
through the congregation. Kelly rclaxed. Practically all of the pe ws werc fillcd, which mcant that sonteone could
probably show her where she could gct help. "Wc must cut every)thingout of our livcs that lurcs into the jaws of thc
cncmy. The longer we lingcr in worldly plcasurcs, thc morc sumptuous we arc for the hungry bcast. Anyihing that



even makcs you consider thc experience of submitting to temptatio ns, you must kill." Roars of agrccment, amens,
and monologues recitcd in tongues were chorused back. "l will conclude today's sermon with thi reminder that thc
weak do not pass through thc narrow gate. You are a predator. you arc a lion."

The preacher came down from the altar, and nobody spoke a single word as they left the church. Kelly
could hear the breeze passing through the branches ofthe pines. A few men lingered in the chapel, whispering
atnong themselves. Kelly stood up in her pew, and started to approach thern, but was met by a iurious and scrunched
expression, and a cock ofthe head towards the chapel doors. She obeyed and left. Most ofihe churchgoers had
already wandered back offto thc woods, but Kelly was able to quickly tap one member on thc shoulder bcforc she
walkcd away. Thc woman tumed around, hcr brown cyes crcased with suspicion. She couldn't have been any older
than 25. Her dirty blond hair was pullcd tight in a low bun, and her body was draped in a knit brown sweater dress.
"Excuse me ma'mm," Kelly bcgan. "l'm so sorry to intem,rpt your Sunday, I know that you'vc probably got things
to do and people to see, but my old truck broke down not far from herc, and I really gotta hit the road for a persoial
matter. Could you maybe point rne in the dircction of a mcchanic shop, o..orrr.on. *ho run hclp me out?" Thc
woman avoided eye contact with Kelly, and picked at her nails ncrvously. She didn't answcr. "l'm sorry ma'mm, I
didn't mean to offend you or nothing, I just.." The woman dashcd back into the church building, her cyes practically
glued open with shock. Kelly shook hcr head, confuscd. Maybe the woman had somc sort of disability ttrai
prevented her from speaking. Kclly had a cousin like that, and had always felt cmbarrassed that shc ditln't know
how to sign back and forth with him.

A few seconds later, the preacher came out of the chapel doors, and approached Kelly. He srniled warmly,
his brown, slightly bloodshot eyes glazed with honey. "l'm so gtua you came to the service toiay,', he said, holding
out his hand for me to shake. "l'm Pastor Micheal, I'm sort of the one who keeps things shakinjaround here.', rcelly
gladly shook his hand back' grateful to have found someone friendly. of course, Kelly knew thit it was only to try to
convert her, but she kncw an easy way out. She would just politely declinc, get her cir towcd, and leave. ,.My namc
is Kelly, my phonc's dead, and I need some help getting home."'iHome!?" pu.to, Mi.h"rl laughed. ..Daughter, you
are home." Kelly suppresscd a sigh. She would gct some hclp sooner or latcr. "So, you guy, ui Christian?', shc
asked. "We are thc Church of Dcliverance. We arc Christian, and God has revealcd ro me ihat it is my calling to start
a neru church community, onc that breaks boundaries and expands thc horizons of modem Clrristian iif"." r.tty
opened her mouth to ask for a phone to borrow, but Pastor Michcal spokc first. "My daughtcr in Christ Sarah was
vcry distressed. Shc said thatyou werc travelling?" "Yeah, just to see family. And it's rci'lly urgcnt. I rcally necd
your hclp," urged Kelly, carcful not to abandon hcr polite tone. "Well, what's thc matter?" Fasior Micheal cooly
asked, as if he had heard about-and dealt with-evcry emergcncy in thc world. "Well, if you must know, my cousin is
dead. I'm travelling for her funeral," Kclly coldly statcd bcforetiting hcr lowcr lip. i'WLo *u, your cousin?,, asked
Pastor Micheal. "Her name was Jill. She was killed in a firc at Camp Vestri a few months ago.,' pastor Micheal
stroked his chin. "Jill Comptren?" Kelly just barely stopped herself from gasping, anrJ starj agape at the pastor.
"That's heq alright," said Kelly. "Did you know her?" ihe quickly added.-paitor tvticheal lauglied. .,walk with rne,,,
he said, gesturing into the woods. Kelly followed, hoping that since he had connections withlill, that he could direct
her to Aunt Estelle's place.

"Jill Comptren was dead, but now she is truly alivc!" thc pastor grinned as hc lcd Kclly through thc trccs.
"Bcing alive in christ and being alive aren't the same things," retiy rcmi-ndcd him. .'we found her," pastor Micheal
reassurcd her. "Really!? What!? Can I talk to hcr!? Why havcn't you called.." "Shhh..shh.." the pastor coaxed."You'll see her in time. For now, let me explain how votr can truly be alive too." "l didn't come here to convert to no
rcligion' I came hcre to collcct my niecc, and bring her back to hcr family." "My child, she i.s with her lamily..,,
PastorMichealstartedtosaysomethingelse,butKellypaidnoattention. "Nosheisnot!"Kellymeanttosound
mcnacing, but hcr voice broke, so it came out likc a whinc. The pastor stopped in his tracks, and swivclcd his fcct to
face Kclly. Then he clutched her shouldcrs and whispercd, "lt will rol bc ncccssary for you to say a word, bccause
they will see how pttre and reverent your conduct is.;' Kelly's facc flamed, and shc tensed every one of her muscles.
Shc wanted to say somcthing like, "You did not justtell mc to shut ,p," oi "lt's in your best intercst to takc your
hands offof me this second," but nothing camc out. It was like hcr biain misfircd, and wouldn't lct hcr lips articulate
her words. The pastor continued to walk. "When we found your cousin, she was nriserable. She was sobbing with
great pain, she had lipgloss on her lips, and diamond studs in her ears. She was a lost sheep. But we broughlher
home. And with the help of my sister Audrey, we showed her who she truly is. A lion.,,

Pastor Micheal squeezed between a couple of trees, and Kelly foliowed behind him, revealing another
c.learing. A vcry large plot of dirt was surrounded by cut trec trunks, und th.." were hundreds of little wooden shacks
lincd up in rows. At the very cnd of the rustic neighborhood, lay a small stucco building. Thc two weaved among the
rows, and stopped at one that was a few houscs away frorn the stucco building. Pastor tlichcal nodded to thc house.



"Pay a visit to Audrey. She will help you clean up and find somcthing deccnt to wear. I hope you will choose to
follow the light. It truly will bring you peace and joy." Pastor Michcal walkcd off, lcaving Audrey alone.

Her first instinct was to get the hell out of hcre. She had mistakcnly wandcrcd into some sort of fucked-up
religious commune, and would be toast if she didn't become a permanent follower. But if Jill was here, Kelly would
never forgive herselffor not bringing her cousin back. Ifshe got on the pastor's good side, rnaybe she would have a
chance to quietly escape with Jill in a few weeks. Kelly inhaled deeply, and walked up to the wooden shack. The
entire house had clearly been hand-built of hard wood and rusty nails. The walls grew a garden of splinters, and the
low and flat roof was wet from rain. Kelly gently knocked on thc knobless door threc timcs. "Coms in," a deadpan
voice commanded.

The interior of the shack was almost bare. The two things inside were a wooden rocking chair and spinning
wheel' The worlan inside was doing some sort of embroidery in the chair. She had lightly tanneJ skin with ratty
dark brown hair that flowed just past her chcst. Her outfit was a dress that lookcd similarto a bedshcet, with a bright
orangc sash drapcd across her shoulders. "Arc you.. Are you Audrey?" askcd Kelly. The woman grittcd hcr teeth and
stood up. "Arc you thc ncwcomer?" thc worrran askcd, her clenched tccth forcing its.lf intn u ..i'i.. ..1'm just hcrc to
collect my cousin and go home," Kelly honcstly responded. "I'm certain that Thc Wise One explained thai you are
home." "Uhh"" beforc Kelly could think of a way to answcr, the woman kcpt talking. "How much do you tarc
1!9ut yourself?" Audrcy's fakc smilc softened into an cxprcssion of conccrn. "How much do I care about mysclf?"
Kclly echoed, her brow creasing with confusion. She had ncver been asked that bcfore, and didn,t know how to
answer. "When was thc last timc you fclt truly..loved?" The woman's cyes seemcd to pinprick cvery bit of Kelly's
being, and Kelly shuffled hcr feet on the floor, unsettlcd. Shc wasn't suie if she wantcd to answcr thc woman's
qucstion. Not bccausc thc woman scarcd hcr, but because Kelly truly didn't know. "That onc stumps a lot of
pcople."

A more natural smile melted across the woman's face. "Do you know why God tracks our every move?"
How many questions was she going to ask? "Becaus e He loves you. He wonts you to be loved, sister.,' (elly
shrugged. That's exactly what she'd been told in Bible School. tvtaybe this place was more nonnal than she thought
it was, and they were just a bit..out there. "But the only way that you cun accept that love, is by accepting others.-
And when we all accept each othcq wcll..that's how The Kingdorn of Heavcnls built." Kclly just nodded and played
along. She had becn raised Christian, so shc was used to hearing this kind ofstuff. "Even ifyou are an outsidcr, I
acccpt you," the woman's airy voice sccmed to float into Kelly's heart. "My namc is Audrcy. I promise, we will get
you to your cousin, and help you back to whcre you came from. We just ask that you do onc thing." ..What?" asked
Kclly- "Come to our Spiritual tonight. Just have an open mind. Who knows, you may lcam ,o-rt-hing new." ..And.."
"And after that, wc'll bring you right back to whcre you came from." "Than[ yor," said Kclly, her shouldcrs
relaxing as relief took hcr over. "Oh, and my namc is Audrcy. Don't hcsitatc to rcach out if you nced anything."

Kelly spent the rest of thc day wandcring among thc odd village in search of Jill. Irritation continually builr
up in her. Only some came out of their houscs, and Kclly would've known Jill's facc. Shc had cvcn asked a
passerby, "Have you secn Jill Comptren around herc?'Thc manjust shook his head and gruntcd. Kelly sat on a bare
patch offorest ground, and sighcd. It did occur to her that the preacher may havc been lying, so that hc had morc
tinte to try and convert her. But if he was lying, lrc wouldn't hivc known Jill's first and iast namc on the fly. She hact
to be herc, and Kelly would not rcst until shc found hcr cousin. 11 was her duty anrJ purposc now Kelly's lrcart gave
a lcap as she spottcd sornething against thc wall ofthc stucco building at thc cnd ofihc neighborhood. Hcr hopJs
wercn't vcry high, but thcy didn't nccd to bc, because what shc saw turned out to bc cxactl, what she was hoping
for.

Kelly hadn't scen a real wall-mounted payphonc in years. Of coursc, the onc mounted on the building was
rusty, neglected, and likely hadn't been shown any love for some time. Kelly frantically searched her pockets ?or
loose change. No luck. IIer last hope was her bra. Kelly discreetly searched below her tutton down, and managed to
find a singular quarter tucked behind the thick band ofher brassiire. She thanked whatever higher power had



blessed her, and shoved the quarter in the slot. Then, Kclly thanked thc same higher powcr that she was bom into a
generation that forced hcr to mcmorizc phone numbers. Her Aunt Estelle's house phone was thc first-and only
number-Kelly had evcr remembcred. It had bccn drillcd into hcr hcad from thc minutc she could be outsidc and
alone with the door closed. Kelly very carefully punched the number, hoping with all her might that Aunt Estelle
still answered her house phone. 2484345508 A piercing and static beep rustled through the speakers. Ketly cringed,
but still clung to the hope that the phone was functional. The phone made the noise a few more times, and then a
tinny and almost aggressive automated voice informed her: The caller you are trying to reach is unavailable. Please
leave a short message after the lone. The obnoxious distortcd beep sounded again, and Kelly stamped hcr foot and
growled, "Fuck!" "Aunt Estelle, this is Kelly. I don't have much time to explain, but the truck's bit the dust-and I'm
at this weird rcligious commune-if you can track the call, plcase comc find me as soon as you can. I havc reason to
believc that thcy've got Jill, and she survivcd the fire. It sounds crary but-" Time s up. The automated voice spoke
again, and the receiver rang obnoxiously. Kelly slammed the receiver back down, and stomped away.

The brash orange of thc sunsct was almost a complimcnt to thc dusty brown of the dirt on the ground, and
the strange pot-like smell retumcd to the air. Pcople in cntircly beige and brown yarns startcd lcaving their huts, and
making their way back into thc woods. Out of the corncr of her eye , Kclly caught sight of a short girl with lightly
tanned skin, dimples, and sandy hair- "Jill!"

Kelly ran to her cousin like an Olympic runncr determined to win gold. A shiny and pcrfect smile spread
across the girl's face--her white gingham skirt flowing bchind hcr. Thc two embraced, bcyond ovcrjoycd. "Arc you
alright?" Kelly hugged Jill tighter. They broke, and Jill replied, "I've been given food, shelter, clothing, and
community. I could've been consumed in the fiery flames, before a savior came." She sounded like she was reading
cue cards, but the urgent wideness in her dark eyes told Kelly that it was safer to play along.

"l wasn't aware that the newcomer was you!" Jill practically jumped into the air. "Usually, we don't allow
newcomers in the villagc, but Pastor Micheal, our Wisc One, says hc likcs you. He says there's something spccial
about you. What did hc say again.." Jill tapped hcr fingcmails together, thinking. "That God has put Himself in your
eyes. Ycs, that's what hc said. r\nd that s why you should come to the Spiritual. Comc on," Jill took Kelly's hand,
and dragged her towards the woods. "Uhh..what Ls this Spiritual thing, cxactly?" Kelly questioned. "lt hclps you
open your heart and mind to God evcn more. I've never been beforc, but The Wise Onc says I'nt rcady. I can't
believc I get to do it with yorl " Kelly bit her lip, and bcgan to sweat. What was she going to say? Shc had no proof
that this Spitiual-that this entire establishment was anything abnormal. Yct-shc felt in hcr gut-that somcthing evil
lurked behind it.

Thc chapel was dead silcnt-just likc she had first found it. Yet, every pcw was cvenly filled with pcoplc.
Everyonc stood entirely rnotionless, barcly moving a rnuscle. Thcy were likc mannequins, but glassy cycd and
gently breathing. Kclly imagined that their heartbcats sounded nrechanical. The smell of hot honey waftcd through
the chapel, the rcsult of the many candles that wcrc scattered around thc sanctuary. Kclly and Jill were the last ones
to filc in, save forPastorMichcal and Audrey. The footsteps of the two cchocd across thc aislc, like thc faintchirp of
a bird who hid thcir ncst in the cciling of a tunncl. Audrey stopped at thc front of the altar, and took a scat in thc
front pew. Pastor Michcal continued his walk, and stood in the ccntcr, in front of the barc tablc. "He that eateth my
flesh, and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in him," he plainly quoted to the crowd. "Who among you
would like tobe godly?" Every hand in the congregation mechanically reached for the sky. Kelly raised her hand,
too, so that she didn't cause a scene. But as she held her arm up, something flashed through her mind. Kelly didn't
remenrber much about her childhood, but right now, sourething pushed her..no...forced her to renrember.

Kelly was back in Bible School, in the bright red children's roorn of a tiny Southern Baptist Church beyond
the grasslands. The burly preacher read aloud from a children's picture Bible in a honeyed and intense Southem
accent, his eyes scanning every little set of button eyes in the crowd.

"Now the serpent was more crafty tlran any of the wild animals the Lono God had made. He said to the
woman, "Did God really say, 'You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?" The woman said to the serpent, "We
may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, 'You must not eat fruit frorn the tree that is in the middle
of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.""'You will not certainly die," the serpent said to the
woman. "For God hrows lhat when you eatfrom it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, htorving
good and evil. "

Kelly's stomach chumed, and she quickly put her hand down. "We must mimic The Lord in everything,"
Pastor Micheal continued his speech. "We must die with The Lord, we must rise with The Lord. Thus, we must



sacrifice ourselves ro The Lord." Pastor Micheal knelt before the altar, and opened a drawer attached to the front of
the table. From the drawer, he procured a single rusty nail. Not a nail used for woodworking or repairs, but one that
resembled a pike. Along with the nail, the pastor also withdrew a hammer with a yellow rubber handle, and a flat
metal brick for the body. He also pulled out a clay chalice, and a pile of leaves. Pastor Micheal placed the leaves
inside ofthe chalice, and fixed his gaze on Audrey.

"Almighty God, have rnercy on me," Audrey's light voice rang throughout the chapel as she stood up, and
walked up to the altar. She kneeled next to Pastor Micheal, and Pastor Micheal tumed to the crowd. "Lead by
example, all of you," he gestured to Audrey with the rusty nail. All of a sudden, he slammed the rusty nail into
Audrey's forearm with the hammer. She wheezed as the spike protruded through her dirty skin, the metal tinted
orange with fluid. Kelly squeezed Jill's hand and stood up. This nracabre act of blasphemy couldn? be anything
religious or righteous. This was a cult.

ln a flash, the pastor removed the nail from Audrey's throbbing ann. The gaping wound oozed with
infection, and Audrey's eye twitched, a force of some kind suppressing her tears. filiy didn't notice this, her eyes
were on the door, grip set firmly on Jill. They- were getting out. The faded ivory doors moved closer and closer, but a
weight evcr-so-sligltty pullcd thcm back. Audrey was holding onto Jill's othcr hand, and Jill stopped to look back.
Pastor Micheal moved his head to the thrce girls by thc door, and drank from thc cup. The noxious smell that had
previously filled the forest now filled the room. "We are lions," hc said. "The lions must consume thc encmy. /
know that both of you truly want to be frce." "See?" Audrey hcld up hcr limp ann, the sanguine opening puliating.
"God won't let me cry bccause the pain is good." "All of you guys. ...arefi cked up. " Kclly yant<cd hcicbusin back,
and pushed on thc double doors. A barrier clanked against the divide, locking them in. pasioi Micheal now stood
with them at the back, holding his hammer and nail. "Do somcthin g good for your cousin. Show her what it's like to
be like God' knowing good and evil. " Kclly rcmained silent, and guided Jill behind hcr back. Hatrsd pulscd through
hcr soul, Iike black ink in water. She wanted this man to die. "l'm still waiting," pastor Michcal impatiently tappe-d
his foot. Kelly convulsively gavc Pastor Micheal a shove to thc shouldcr. Hc stood still, like a sturdy oak. ;l *ai
counting on you to make the right choice Kelly. I thought you were going to be a fierce lioness, like Audrey." ..Do
not. Touch. Her," Kelly threatened through a clenched jaw. "l promise, I won't," the pastor smiled. "you have to find
someone important to you, to assist in your transfonnation. Clearly, that person is oui own precious Jill." ..you can't
makg me do this," Kelly couldn't stop her tears from flowing. Pastor Miiheal moved closer, and whispered directly
into Kclly's ear, "There's someone I want you to nleet, daughter."

Echoes of breathing could bc heard in thc chapcl while Kclly was being dragged across thc aisle like a dog
on a leash. Of course, the attendees stared, but Kelly noticed that some of them t ua tei'.r in their eyes. Her heart
pounded like the nail that Audrey had taken in the foreamr. Kelly's brain melted at rhe thouglrt of what might
happen to heq and the mush that her brain had become proceeded to boil at the thought of wlhat might hapfen to Jill.
Kelly was dragged onto the altar, behind the table. Pastor Micheal pushed on the bare wall behind tn" attui forcing a
built-in door to protrudc. The sound that drifted out of the door was a squcaling sort of whimpcr, a very faint and
quict cry. Kelly's hcart dropped to hcr stomach. Would shc be left behind the altar to starvc?

Pastor Micheal was thc first to enter thc door, and led Kelly down a straight ccmcnt staircasc. Kelly caught
a glimpse of a grimacing Audrey closing the door behind them. The whimpcrs and whines got even louder as thry
descended toward an echoing chamber. "Do you kcep people down here?';Kclly stammereJ. pastor Michcal didn't
answer until thcy arrived at the lowcr landing, an unfinishcd ccment bascment with staincd walls. "No, daughtcr,"
thc pastor replicd. "The peoplc keep thentselve.s."

Kelly did not listen to thc pastor's answcr. Shc was regaining hcr fcct, trying not to pass out at thc only
thing in the cold and damp room. A largc metal cagc, holding a quiveiing and staived lion. Upon sceing Kclly and
Micheal, thc lion pounced on the bars of its cage, dcspcrate ly ...ut.hing. "e re you becoming the lion?" asked pastor
Micheal. "Or do you belong to the lion?" Thc animal shakily prowlcd aiound iis prison, aniKelly was ablc to count
every one of its ribs, and the ridges of its spine. Kelly took a deep breath, knowing that there hadio be some way to
get out of this. She looked Pastor Micheal in the eye, and asked, "Why?" The pasior's expression creased with
curiosity. "Why do you hurt people-and anirnals-like this?" Above thi basernent, I heard a slight vibration. ,.you are



more hurt now than you've cver known. You need thc healing of Jesus Christ." A rcpeated squcaling noise startled
the lion cven morc, and it snappcd its tecth. "Ajax is mine now, because I am the lion. You havc two choices,
daughter. Audrey is keeping a close cyc on your cousin up in thc chapcl. Howcver, becauscTou arc her spiritual
guide,you are the only one who can truly transfonn her into the lioness she truly is. ln that process, you too, will
become a beast. Audrey is already the queen ofbeasts. She can do nothing about your indifference." Repeated
banging and shouts shook the floorboards that held up the ceiling. Kelly didn't know how to think. "So, your choices
are, become the lion, or be devoured by il." Pastor Micheal reached into the pocket of his khakis, and pulled out a
bronze key.

Kelly spun around, and bolted back towards the stairs, but the pastor was too quick for hcr. Hc restrained
her by the torso, applying an overwhclming amount ofpressure on her ribcage as hc draggcd hcr across the cement
floor. Micheal slammed Kelly against the bars of thc cage. Thc beast's unlatchcd mandiblc framcd Kelly's head. Thc
lion's putrid breath filled her senses, and she could closely obscrvc thc rubbery texture of its gurrrs. One of his
clbows dug into Kelly's neck, and hc restraincd her fcct with the wcight otlris boots. The pasior's othcr hand still
gripped the key to thc cagc, wherc hc was less than an inch away from penctrating the lock. Kclly tried to listen for
more noises from above the basement, but all that met her was silence. It was clear that nobody was coming to
rescue her, or Jill. "Don't you want to be stronger than thc cnemy? Don't you want to become ihe lion? Become like
the one true God?" The pastor's breath uncomfortably blew into Ketly's ear. She only had one course of action.
Kelly barely gasped out threc words. 'Teslrs was a lamb."

This was supposed to he mine. Jill admircd thc intricately marbled ceramic of the um. Engravcd on it wcre
thc words: Strength in Lifc, Peace in Death. lill almost wished it was her, knowing that she couldnlt have donc what
her cousin did. Kclly was the only reason that she was ablc to cscape thc commune on tirnc. Well, Kclly, and.. Jill
shook it off. what shc did was not worth a sccond thought. Not uniil the trial.

Excruciating pain suddcnly dug through her lcgs, and she stumbled backwards. Thc morticians had left her
alone in thc room to say goodbye. Thcre was no one to catch hcr. Jill went limp and fell on her back, uncontrollably
quaking and shivering as she pulled herselfinto an upright seated position. She found that her black maxiskirt was
soakcd in blood. She pullcd the folds up. Engraved down her left lcg wcre the words: YOV fItLED THE Q!rEEN.
On her right, it read: IT'S YOVR TVRN.


