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About the awards

Started in 1923 by Scholastic founder Maurice R. Robinson, the
Awards have grown to become the nation’s highest honor and
largest source of scholarships for creative teenagers. All students
in grades 7-12, whether public, private, or home schooled, are
encouraged to apply. Through a nationwide network of more than
100 visual arts and literary arts organizations across the country,
the 2021 Awards received nearly 230,000 submissions in 28
categories of art and writing. Almost 70,000 regional awards were
given to 37,000 creative teens.

Across the decades, some young Scholastic winners have included
names you'll recognize: Stephen King, Robert Redford, Andy
Warhol, Sylvia Plath, Truman Capote, Joyce Carol Oates, John
Updike, Bernard Malamud, Ken Burns, Kay Walkingstick, and
Amanda Gorman, who read a poem at the 2021 U.S. Presidential
inauguration. Most alumni are less famous but no less important,
for creativity, imagination, and risk-taking are hallmarks of being
fully human.

The Hoosier Writing Project at IUPUI recognizes regional winners
with Gold Key, Silver Key, and Honorable Mention certificates.

In 2021, our winning students won 176 awards and were honored
at the virtual Regional Awards Ceremony. Gold Key writing is
published in this annual anthology.

Submissions receiving a Gold Key are forwarded to the national
level of the competition. In 2021, writing students from our region
won 1 Gold Medal and 3 Silver Medals. (See the list of these medals
in the back.)

For more about the Scholastic Art & Writing Awards, visit www.
artandwriting.org .
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Introduction

Congratulations to our 2021 Gold Key winners whose work is
showcased in this anthology!

The judges in the Central and Southern Indiana Region recognized
the extraordinary significance of students who have navigated the
COVID 19 pandemic through writing—stories, poems, essays, plays,
humor, horror, science fiction...

Students created their own classrooms, their own writing habitats.
Writers often occupy a solitary space, but until this last year, that
solitude was not mandatory. So the forty-four Gold Key works in
this book epitomize teenagers finding meaning, unique territory,
and a voice, masked and unmasked.

Altogether, 176 works were honored with Gold Keys, Silver Keys,
and Honorable Mentions. A separate panel of judges read the Gold
Key works and chose five as American Voices nominees—the “best
in show”—that were sent on to the national Scholastic Awards for
further judging, as were all the Gold Key winners.

All Gold Key works, plus selections from two Gold Key portfolios,
are printed in this anthology.

These works demonstrate the criteria that Scholastic has used
throughout its history: technical skill, originality, and emergence of
a personal vision or voice. The writers play with language, structure,
and ideas. They represent their experiences and imagine other
worlds. They have something to say, masked, and unmasked, and
invite you to hear it.

We owe special thanks to the anthology editors, Joseph Alcala,
Sarah Seyfried, Abigail Freestone, Zoe Hanquier, and Zach Thomas,
who also edit IUPUT’s genesis literary and arts magazine under the
sponsorship of Prof. Sarah Layden. They spent hours designing and
putting this issue together. We thank the dedicated teachers who

12



have encouraged students to honor and express their creativity.
And we thank the families and friends who support teens’ creative
thinking, problem-solving and experimentation. Enjoy reading this
work.

And then tell your story.
Steve Fox and Sara Harrell
Hoosier Writing Project

Department of English
School of Liberal Arts at TUPUI

13



nonfiction




The Role of Democracy in the Corruption of Morality in The
Visit Internet Socialization and Radicalism The Role of De
mocracy in the Corruptlon of Morality in The Visit Internet
Socializatigss aaesacy in the
Corruptio
and Radic uption of
Morality i

The Role g
Visit Inter oy e ole of De
mocracy i crltlcal t Internet

Socializat acy in the
Corruptio ializati

and Radic Essay uption of
Morality i icali
The Role g

Socializat s . acy in the
Corruption of Morallty in The V|5|t Internet SOC|aI|zat|on
and Radicalism The Role of Democracy in the Corruption of
Morality in The Visit Internet Socialization and Radicalism



The Role of Democracy In the Corruption of

Morality In The Visit
Esha Sharma

The issue of morality is often seen as contentious due to the fact
that it is open to interpretation: through different perspectives,

the right and moral action often has different meanings. This issue
comes to light in the play The Visit by Friedrich Diirrenmatt, in
which the town of Giillen must make a decision as to exchange the
life of one man-IlI- for an exorbitant amount of money that would
raise them out of poverty. When confronted with the offer, the
Mayor of Giillen exclaims “we are still in Europe; we’re not savages
yet-” an ironic defense as, having lived through World War 11,
Durrenmatt would have been familiar with Europe’s slow descent
into fascism and cruelty in most countries with almost little popular
opposition (35). This statement also serves as foreshadowing as

to the fate of Ill and the moral fall of the town. Diirrenmatt, by
examining the role each character plays in deciding that the desire
of the community outweighs Ill’s life, reaches the conclusion that
it is not one of them responsible for this morally condemnable
decision, but their action and inaction added up together, even
IlI’s, similar to what occurred across Europe during his lifetime.
Durrenmatt uses the town’s shifting perceptions of morality in The
Visit to claim it is not the actions of individuals, but the failure of
the people to adhere to values that results in the undermining of
democratic institutions and moral collapse of society.

During Act I, when the town of Giillen was initially considered
a moral institution, Diirrenmatt seemed to argue that moral
corruption was limited to and perpetuated by the actions of
individuals. Ill and Clara are clear examples of this thematic
development. Once living in a town that revered him as “the
most popular personality in Giillen” and poised to become the
next mayor, Ill soon finds himself exposed as the conspirator
behind a legal plot that ruined the life of an innocent girl, Claire
Zachannasian (7). He had avoided claiming paternity to his and
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Claire’s child and bribed two witnesses known as ‘The Pair,’

Jacob Duckling and Walter Perch, with a quart of schnapps into
supporting his side of the story, thus evading all responsibility to
his own actions (33). After this revelation, Claire Zachannasian
makes clear her true purpose in traveling to Giillen: she wishes to
exchange “one billion for Giillen, if someone kills I11” to which the
mayor declares that “I reject your offer. In the name of humanity”
(35). At this point, the conflict between Ill and Claire seems to be
limited to a personal affair. Since the justice system was not aware
of the bribery of the witnesses, it may be argued that its decision
was just and fair according to the information they were provided.
Furthermore, the town’s immediate decision to reject the billion
dollars for IlI’s life even though their “poverty stricken” town
desperately needs it seems to enforce their image of an upstanding
haven of virtue. Therefore, the moral corruption evident so far

is restricted to the atypical actions of Ill and Claire against the
backdrop of a virtuous Giillen.

Despite immorality initially being limited to individuals, it soon
becomes clear that the moral corruption spreading among Giillen
is a result of collective action by the people. After Claire’s offer has
been made, Ill is aware that his protection from Claire is ensured
only by the grace of the town, as he remarks, “The town is on my
side”; a reassurance to himself in response to viewing preparations
for a funeral, presumably his (36). However, the people of Giillen,
tempted by the greed of Claire’s offer, slowly change their stance
on rejecting Claire’s offer, inching towards a decision they must
make collectively. This growing acceptance of Claire’s offer would
have been condemned if it came from an individual, but as a town,
Giillen is able to change their mind as they all rely on protection
from each other. At first, they seem caught between supporting Ill
and remaining morally upright, or accepting the material benefits
that Claire offers. Many of IlI’s customers signify Giillen’s inability
to fully accept or condemn either option as they begin to buy
increasingly expensive items they previously would not have been
able to afford, now on credit (44). Their expectation to come into
the money offered by Claire even though they haven'’t fulfilled their
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side of the bargain (killing I11) is a promise of their shifting loyalties
towards Claire and the prosperity she offers without having to
commit to renege on their moral high ground yet.

This shift in allegiance comes to a head during IlI’s conversation
with the mayor. Ill demands official protection from Claire and in
response, the mayor declares that Ill must remember he remains
in Giillen, “a town with humanist tradition...these values pose

an obligation” (52). This statement makes use of dramatic irony
as it refers to readers’ knowledge of WWII—they are well aware
that “humanist traditions” do not hold up in the face of tyranny

as seen through the once-democratic nations of Europe falling
prey to fascism in the 1930s and 40s. Reminding readers of this
knowledge creates foreshadowing as the town of Giillen, like
nations past, does not seem able to withstand the lure of money
and power in exchange for abandoning their values. When the
Mayor asks who Il suspects in threatening him, Ill answers “one
of you...every one of you. No one wants to kill me, everyone hopes
that someone will do it” (55). At this point, the town’s true desires
become evident: they wish to claim the prosperity and wealth that
Claire is so tantalizingly offering them. In order to do so, they all
rely on protection from each other. If an individual of Giillen had
begun to support Claire, the rest of the town would have been able
to suppress such an uprising. Yet, when the entire town silently
cooperates with each other, there is no one left to enforce the
previous standards of morality and previous opposition to murder.
This growing moral corruption among the town comes to a climax
during IlI’s attempt to flee Giillen. Il has found no protection from
the police, no agreement from the Mayor, and his attempts to
reach out to other towns has been blocked by the postal office; he
feels surrounded by the people of Giillen, like the black panther.
The metaphorical surrounding of Ill becomes reality as, when he
is about to board the train, the people of Giillen surround him. I1l
does not attempt to board the train as he knows, “one of you will
hold me back” if he does (66). This hearkens back to IlI’s earlier
declaration that no one wants to kill him, but everyone waits in
expectation someone else will. This particular scene makes it clear
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The Role of Democracy In the Corruption of Morality In The Visit

that cooperation among the entire town of Giillen was necessary for
I1I’s death; an individual advocating for IlI’s death might have been
stopped, but when all the townspeople collectively failed to adhere
to their moral standards, IlI’s death was all but guaranteed.

Eventually, as the people of Giillen collectively agree that Ill

must be killed in exchange for the money, they warp the use of
democratic institutions in order to fulfill their desires. The town
attends a community meeting and invites journalists to decide
what must happen to Ill (88). Such a method, using democracy

in order to vote upon murder, clearly demonstrates the complete
undermining of traditional democratic institutions of Giillen. Due
to Giillen’s collective decision to endorse murder and abandon
their morals, even the symbols of virtue, such as the court of justice
and procedural voting, are now tainted. Giillen’s justification of
democracy functions as a flimsy veneer of virtue covering the moral
corruption underneath. This action emphasizes that the institutions
of justice once held sacred in the eyes of the government and public
are now hollow, made meaningless as they are used to simply fulfill
the will of the people, made possible by their collective immorality.

In conclusion, it is not the actions of an individual that bring down
a society’s moral values, but the actions of a community. In the
face of such change, such as what happened to Europe in WWII,
democratic institutions are not enough to uphold the weight of
society’s values. In the town of Giillen, the people's economic
distress pushed them to abadon their moral values in favor of a
direct reward. Despite their desire to uphold the character of their
town, the people of Giillen eventually used the promised reward
of a billion dollars to excuse the manipulation of their democratic
institutions and eventual moral downfall.
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Internet Socialization and Radicalism
Esha Sharma

Since the mid 1990s, America has seen an unprecedented
technological boom; one major outpost of this boom has been

the advent of the Internet. According to Statista, a peer-reviewed
database company that processes statistics for the public, “In 2019,
close to 293 million people accessed the web from the U.S...[making
it] one of the largest online markets” (Clement). This rapid growth
of the Internet has allowed for greater connectivity amongst the
population than ever before, creating an interconnected web of
people that can create digital bonds and share information from
across the nation. However, Lydia Denworth, a prominent science
journalist, notes that the Internet does carry some inherent risks
as “some benefits can be conferred whereas risks are exacerbated."
Increased connectivity, although usually thought of as connecting
those with similar interests and contributing to the social bonds
and knowledge of America, can also be easily exploited to spread
information that can be harmful: radical thought. Although the
advent of the Internet has brought about greater global connectivity
than ever before, it has also resulted in the parallel development

of niche online communities, emboldening the expression of
radicalized views, ultimately leading to increased influence from
dangerous groups, especially in the U.S.

The Internet is primarily used as a social piece of technology to
connect people, often those with similar interests. According to
Markward et al., all of whom work in the field of social development
coupled with technology, “The Internet allows those with common
interests...to sustain social connections over time.” As those with
common interests form bonds across the Internet and grow closer,
they begin to build what are known as online niche communities.
Niche communities can grow around any common interest,

most often around hobbies, jobs or other activities. Despite their
founding reason, the result is a social network or a group that
provides validation, support, and a sense of community to those
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who regularly use the Internet, a sizable number in America.
According to Ridings and Gefen, “members [of these communities]
feel...an interwoven web of relationships with other members,
have ongoing exchanges with other members...and have lasting
relationships with others.” Providing such in-group support can
foster deep relationships amongst members and create feelings of
loyalty in the niche community, eventually rendering members at
least partly dependent on validation from these groups. Usually,
this results in positive social interaction, leaving communities with
greater self-esteem and a boosted personal sense of self. As they
expand, groups are able to increase their strength and outreach,
spreading their voices to a wider audience; such influence would not
have existed without the grouping of common individuals and the
solidification of their base.

However, these same communities can also be exploited by those
with radical views as they are able to take advantage of the inherent
social support and need for validation in niche communities and
build a base for their views. According to Anderson and Rainie,
former reporter and current Director of Internet and Technology
Research at Pew Research Center respectively, a concern often
expressed by experts is that increased use of the Internet will result
in “emotions such as shock, fear, indignation and outrage [being]
further weaponized...driving divisions and doubts.” As experts

had feared, often when radical content is spread online it provokes
shock and anger. Often, due to this anger, expression of radical
views on social media sites becomes limited due to censorship and
moderation policies. As a response, new sites are made from scratch
to support continued broadcasting of such content.

One example of this is the website Gab, known for its extremist
base. Gab’s homepage declares itself to be “A social network that
champions free speech, individual liberty and the free flow of
information online.” Therefore, Gab neither supports the type of
infrastructure and moderation that would limit the amount of hate
speech spread on the site, nor penalizes those who promote these
views. Furthermore, according to Savvas Zannettou et al.,
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“[Gab had] welcomed users banned or suspended from platforms
like Twitter for violating terms of service, often for abusive and/or
hateful behavior.” By accepting users with radical, often alt-right,
views and enforcing virtually no censorship, Gab has become a
center for the fostering of radicalized expression. As seen in the
social site Gab, global connections provided by the Internet can
be exploited to form online niche societies heavily influenced by
radicalization separate from major social media sites. Such easy
access to fellow radicals encourages the growth of radical thought,
thus supporting the growth of dangerous networks that would not
have existed if these people were isolated.

As radicals gain connections through the Internet and foster the
growth of niche extremist communities, they become able to

exert influence over the social atmosphere of America to a level
disproportionate to their numbers. According to Aaron Smith,
director of Data Labs at the Pew Research Center, “Just over

half (55%) of internet users agree with the statement that ‘the
internet increases the influence of those with extreme...views.”” In
communities, extremists can use the in-group support and build
their confidence. Often through connections in niche internet
communities, radicals are able to solidify their control amongst
smaller groups of people, eventually progressing to larger audiences
only available through connections provided through the Internet.
Without geographical or temporal barriers and with the guise of
anonymity, the spread of radical information is able to reach a
wider audience than ever before. The result of this reach can often
translate to undue political influence.

9

According to Pew Research Center, an American non-partisan think
tank, “Fully two-thirds of Americans age 18-29 say they use social
networking sites, and [many] say that they have gotten information
about [political developments] from them.” As more and more
people are using the Internet as a reliable source of political
information, they become increasingly in contact with radical
groups. These groups can then influence the political standings

of those on the Internet by advocating for biased positions with
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skewed data. Thus, although they would normally not be able

to broadcast their opinions, those with radical views are able to
actively influence the social and political state of America by unduly
dominating the online space.

The Internet has come to serve as a sort of feedback loop: radicals
are able to find each other through the Internet, commit atrocious
actions, and provide in-group support and justification for those
actions, increasing the number of such radical attacks. The Internet
is thus capable of turning radical action to tangible physical
violence. Therefore, although the Internet can be helpful for some
as they access wells of information and forge social connections, it
is easily exploited by many and used to foster radicalization that can
create destructive social influences.
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Mental lliness, Chinese Class, and the Hairy Ball
Theorem: A Personal Memoir

Teresa Baker

The message that I want to get across comes to you in multiple
parts, that won’t seem super connected to each other—and
realistically, they’re not—but hopefully, if you stick it out until the
end, maybe you’ll at least understand a little bit where I'm coming
from.

Ever since I was about two or three-years-old, I've
been really big on thinking. I would literally walk around my
kindergarten class asking my peers conceptual questions about
humanity’s origins and the true nature of reality. My teachers saw
the positive side of it: they called me their “little philosopher.”

I, on the other hand, experienced firsthand the negative side. I

was having obsessive thought-spirals and full on panic attacks all
throughout kindergarten and elementary school. I started attending
therapy for anxiety and depression when I was about 12. Next came
disordered eating. Then after multiple psych evals, I started going
to dialectic behavioral therapy to cope with a multitude of sensory
issues, post-traumatic stress disorder and Asperger’s symptoms.
Almost every therapist and psychiatric professional I've spoken
with has brought up Asperger’s after seeing me.

This Wednesday I have an appointment for another
psychological evaluation specifically shifted towards psychosis and
psychotic bipolar disorder, because apparently that’s something
I have to deal with now, and we’re working on scheduling a
consultation for a multiple session, super long, ADHD test.

That may sound like a lot. It’s really easy to make something
seem severe when you just sort of turn it into as many labels as
you can, and, evidently, it is pretty severe, but I don’t like to talk
about it through a hyper-objective, medical perspective. Instead, I
like to talk about it through the most literal, hard-to-describe lens
as possible: just a genuine snapshot into my train of thought. It is
going to be DIFFICULT, but that’s why I love essay writing. I have
all the space in the world.
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Here’s a thought-train I rode a couple days ago.

Start a stopwatch before you read through it.

When my family lived in China—I could explain this, but
the explanation didn’t pop into my head while I was experiencing
this train of thought, so that would be unfair to include—I went to
an international school. This meant a lot of different things, but
one of the things was that I, as a foreigner whose first language is
very much not Chinese, got to take Chinese classes that specifically
accommodated my lack of knowledge in the subject. As well as
being several years behind my native-speaker peers, not growing
up in China meant that I didn’t have that inherent understanding
of the language and its elements. For example, I didn’t know that
every symbol in the Chinese writing system has a meaning behind
its imagery that ties into its definition.

One day, we (my three classmates in my fifth grade class
who shared my third grade comprehension level of Chinese) had
to learn the symbol for the word “normal”. It was a pretty complex
symbol, so Ms. Jamie took some extra time to work with me on
memorizing it, and she explained its symbolism. She divided the
symbol up into parts that, once explained, came together to form an
image of normalcy and familiarity in Chinese culture. She explained
to me that the dots on the bottom represented a dog sleeping on the
ground, another part of the symbol represented a grandfather in a
rocking chair, another part represented a burning fireplace, etc. etc.
She created a scene in my head of normality. Tranquility. Nothing
wrong or out of place.

That memory plays out in my head shot-for-shot at least once
a month. Why? Why does this one instance of someone showing
me something so very normal stick out in my head so vividly? I
was determined to figure it out, and examining the memory in its
lonesome form was getting me nowhere, so I went elsewhere. I went
to the absolute, cold-cut, immovable laws of physics. I went to The
Hairy Ball Theorem.

The hairy ball theorem is a rule that determines that if you
have a sphere covered in hairs, no matter how you comb them, you
will always end up with at least one cowlick, and at least one bald
spot. You might wonder, “What does this have to do with Chinese
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class?” You see, the cool thing about concepts is that you can force
them onto literally anything. So I started to insert my Chinese class
memory into the hairy ball, because there had to be something
weird about it. There had to be some sort of cowlick or bald spot in
that memory that made it stick out in my head. Then I thought, “Oh
my god! I'm a genius. All you have to do to disprove this theorem is
comb all the hairs upward and make a spiky ball. No cowlicks on a
spiky ball.” So was my memory the rare spiky ball? No. There had to
be something weird about it. Back to square one.

I'm the sphere. No, Ms. Jamie is the sphere and the Chinese
language is the hair. No. Ok. Got it. The memory is the sphere, the
hairs are the things that built up to and make up the memory, and
I'm the combwaitwaitwaitohmygodihaveitihavetheanswer ok ok ok
so I remember it so clearly and recall it so often because it’s funny.
Humor is irony and that memory is one of the most ironic things
to ever happen to me. Hair: My very white, very American family
moved from Illinois to China in 2011. Hair: I was in a Chinese class
structured for people two years younger than me. Hair: There were
3 other people in the class. Hair: I'd never had Ms. Jamie for a class
before. Mr. Shipp had been my Chinese teacher since second grade.
Hair: Mr. Shipp was the only black man working at my school.
Hair: One of the main foundations of the symbol for the Chinese
word “normal” was a grandpa chilling in a rocking chair; at least
that was the explanation I got. My grandpa died when I was eight.
ALL OF THOSE ARE WEIRD!!!! Those are all weird, not-normal,
out of place things. Sphere: the definition of the word normal. That
memory sticks out of my head because it is the opposite of itself.
You can’t comb the hairs of its sphere in any cohesive direction
because they all bounce off of each other. I then went on to think
a bunch more thoughts and get way more philosophical with the
hairy ball theorem, but I'm gonna cut off this snapshot into my
brain here.

Pause your stopwatch.

How long did that take you?

Before we compare times, I'm gonna get it out there that
I'm one of those people that thinks in sentences. I think in blocks
of text that I read out to myself in my head, which, on its own, is
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exhausting, but you learn to live with it. That whole five paragraph
train of thought, read out to myself in my own brain in fully
formed sentences as the information organically came to me, was
completed in about three or four seconds. Imagine ten or twenty of
those thought streams, each centering around a different subject,
always on full blast layered on top of each other, 24/7/365. Think
Anxiety. Obsession. Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Think
Autism spectrum. Imagine 20 people in the same room all singing
different songs, taking all the clothes out of your closet and wearing
them all at once, with every plot of every book happening at the
same time in one sentence.

My parents had to hide our caffeine pills because one night, I
discovered that caffeine quiets my constant inner buzz. I was taking
200 milligrams every hour, on the hour, because it cleared me up. I
was up all night doing homework, and it felt so liberating, because,
for some people, focus only comes around when you’re either
drugged or unconscious. I've now settled for just making myself
some coffee in the morning and getting all my homework done in a
maniacal speedrun.

You already get my point, that everything is oh so hard for
me and I deserve sympathy forever, so I feel like I don’t need to
go over that again. Please give your mentally hindered friends and
family time and space. Please let us do things our way, as long as it’s
not hurting you. And please, for the love of god, if your three-year-
old kid comes to you hyperventilating, or crying because they will
never know the true nature of reality and the reason why humans
exist, Take Them To A Specialist. Maybe they will master the true
meaning of the Hairy Ball Theorem.
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Nuclear Nirvana
Jessica Berger

We rose early that morning, before the sun. There was a
six o’clock train for us to catch, and we woke up at five to make
sure that there was no way we could miss it. I packed my backpack
quietly, stifling the noise to avoid waking the others in our tiny pod
hostel. Hiroshima reflected the silent mood of our hostel: peaceful
and still, save for a few early risers, and some volunteers setting up
for the annual memorial later that day. It was August 6th, and the
city was preparing to celebrate and mourn for all those who had
been affected that day seventy-four years prior. Flowers surrounded
a large white tent, giving the illusion that spring was just beginning
as we began our walk to the train station.

Almost as if she knew our day had begun, the sun began her
ascent to the west as we stepped onto the sidewalk. We watched the
sunrise over Hiroshima, the deep purple and dark blues of night
mixing with the fiery oranges and reds of the new day. Everything
around us was muted and still, but the vibrance in the sky became a
symphony, blending into a certain kind of music that you can’t quite
hear, even as you can feel it all around you. The colors playfully
danced over the sky, bringing joy and elegance to a once desolate
and depressing landscape. Dark navy faded to purple, to pink, to
orange, rising and falling together as an invisible conductor raised
a crescendo in the heavens. It was ethereal, watching such beauty
rising over a site of such destruction and war, and as I watched,
walking in silence, I wondered at the symphony in my own head.
Though once beautiful, it had long dissolved into chaos, thoughts
clashing in dissonance without an inkling of the past’s harmony.
Worthless, fat, unlovable, disgusting, failure, crazy, dramatic,
stupid. The air around me buzzed with an energy that no part of
me will ever rival, yet I still wished I hadn’t eaten that morning. I
could barely begin to comprehend the beauty in front of me, yet I
still glanced at my watch, checking how many calories I had burned.
Mother Nature herself was gifting the morning with an incredible
performance, yet I still remained preoccupied with my body. The
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way my legs moved, and the scars that hid just above my shorts,
how my body slouched under the weight of my backpack, and the
acne down my face that kept me from pulling back my hair. Even
all the elegance and splendor in front of me could not distract me
from the darkness in my head. I had spent most of the year slowly
losing myself, but as I looked out at the sunrise in front of me, this
gorgeous display superimposed on a battleground, I began to think
that maybe one day I could have my own sunrise.

If a nuclear bomb cannot hold a city in the suffocating
embrace of anguish, then surely my own thoughts could not keep
me trapped inside myself forever. It was in that moment, with all
the glory of the heavens laid out in front of me that I finally started
to fight just a little bit harder to pull the swirling chaos in my brain
into something that is, at the very least, not painful to listen to.

It’s the furthest thing from easy that I've ever done. Every day is a
new battle, and it feels like another bomb drops as soon as I start
to rebuild. I've struggled with who I am, who I was, and who I
want to be. I've gained and lost people close to me and questioned
my identity in nearly every way imaginable. I'm miles from what

I witnessed over Hiroshima, but now, when I look very carefully,

I can begin to see little flickers of purple and red. I'm learning

to blend them, slowly. Carefully pulling each note into tune as a
quiet static slowly grows into a striking performance. Teaching
the darkest color of my thoughts to waltz with the brightness of

a new dawn. But, to conduct an entire ballet, or craft an entire
composition, you have to begin with a single plie, a solitary note as
everything begins to combine. While I may not yet have a beautiful
symphony or a full company of ballet dancers, I'm slowly moving
forward; inching ever closer to that nearly psychedelic picture of a
Nuclear Nirvana.
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Global Finals: Opportunity of a Lifetime
Caroline Brundage

It is late May, 2019. The rest of my class is back home in
Indiana preparing for their fifth grade graduation. They will spend
the morning in the school's auditorium, with classmates and family,
celebrating the people they are becoming. Later, they will attend a
class party complete with lunch, dancing, and a DJ. But not me! I
am 519.4 miles away in a dark hall of the Sprint Coliseum holding
a sign that says Indiana. I take a minute to ask myself how did I
get here? Why would I give up something I had been anticipating
for six years, to come to Kansas City and stand in a dark hallway
holding a sign?

It all started six months ago at a restaurant in Chicago. My
mom and her friend, my classmate's mother, would not stop talking
about this thing called Destination Imagination (DI). I vaguely
remembered a nice lady, an Upper School technology specialist,
coming to my classroom earlier in the year to give us a presentation
on the topic. She instructed us to work in groups of three, and to
build the tallest tower we could using three plastic cups, six straws,
a piece of paper, two paper clips, three mailing labels, and a pair
of scissors. She called it an Instant Challenge and my group won.
Suddenly I said, “Mom, I know what you are talking about, I want
to do it!” And just like that, I took my first step into the world of DI.

When we returned home, we assembled a team of seven
classmates, selected the team name Mello Unicorns, and voted
to compete in the Engineering Challenge, “Monster Effects”. All
fall and through the winter, we worked to prepare for our first
competition in early February. In addition to the paint, glitter,
glue, wood, saws, nails, bubbles, hula-hoops, light up disco balls,
electrical circuits, and all that duct tape, there was always the
lure of Global Finals: an invitation-only competition, held once
a year, where regional winning teams from all over the world
come together to compete in a four-day extravaganza of creativity.
Indiana would send only two teams from my division, and for a first
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year team to make it all the way to Kansas City in the Engineering
Challenge was almost unheard of.

Well, we beat the odds! We wrote a story about a unicorn
named Marshmallow who fell from his rainbow in Unicornia while
playing Pokemon Go. He landed in Hollywood, met an enemy,
Nightshade, who became a friend, and they worked together to
return to Unicornia. We built, painted, and decorated our own set.
Our group was especially proud of the design of our backdrop which
allowed us to efficiently change scenes from Unicornia to Hollywood
and back again. As we stacked weight on our 20.2 gram structure,
we triggered an electrical circuit that we had designed to turn on
disco lights when Nightshade appeared on stage. The team wore
costumes made of duct tape and, as the narrator, I “hula-hooped”
throughout the performance. Team selected sound effects, bubbles
and instrument playing provided the finishing touches.

Destination Imagination left me with a lifetime supply of
memories, but more importantly it forever changed the way I
tackle a task. While I will never forget flying on an airplane with
my friends, getting to stay in a hotel room without my parents,
or meeting kids from all over the world, the point of Destination
Imagination is to teach the creative process. First you get an idea,
then you build it, next you evaluate it, and finally you improve on
it. I learned that my first idea is usually not going to be my best
idea. Successful DI teams know that it is fine to try something that
nobody has tried before. DI taught me that I should not expect
to get everything right on my first try. It might take me ten tries
and that is ok. I began to see mistakes not as failure but as an
opportunity to improve. For example, our first structure weighed
30 and held 25 pounds. But by competition time, we had built a
structure that weighed 17 and held 500 pounds. To achieve this
drastic improvement, we investigated many types of wood and
studied engineering. Following my involvement with DI, I found
that I was more confident, patient, and persistent when faced with a
challenging task.

The music starts to bang in my ears. Light from the lasers floods
the hall. The people in the arena begin to shout and cheer. I look up
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and the person in front of me begins to move. I glance back at my
teammates, smile, hoist my sign high, and take my first step in the
Olympic style parade of the 2019 Destination Imagination Opening
Ceremony. I think to myself, yeah it is a little sad to be missing my
fifth grade graduation, but Destination Imagination has brought out
the best in me and I am sure that this is exactly where I am meant
to be!
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Variations of the Bagel
because different variations serve for life's
different moments
Minnie Liang

i. strawberry cream cheese dip
for sharing with your friends, for creating laughter and joy
between a group of differing people

“Hey, pass the bowl of cream cheese!” my teammate calls out. Every
dance competition, my team’s three hour drive back and forth
consisted of mini bagels and strawberry cream cheese dip. The
baby pink cheese spread, with red hues of strawberry bits mixed in,
swirls around as every bagel dips in.

While we pass along the container of cream cheese spread, we

also pass along childhood memories and future aspirations. My
teammate sitting adjacent to me, Julia, wants to be a veterinarian
whereas the girl sitting in front of me, Sarah, wants to be a
cosmetologist. The teammate behind me, Kate, tells us of the story
when she rolled off a hill in first grade and the girl sitting diagonal
to me, Meredith, shares that her eyelashes were cut all off by her
older brother when younger. As we all try to imagine Julia giving
dogs and cats shots in the future or Meredith with no eyelashes,
laughter erupts and reverberates from the bus. I clutch my stomach
in pain and almost choke on the mini bagel that is stuffed in my
mouth.

Even though my teammates and my aspirations and memories
are vastly different, rooted in different upbringings and mindsets,
we all find a common ground in our love for not only dance, but
strawberry cream cheese bagels.

ii. peanut butter with sliced bananas
for yourself, for relieving worries and decomposing after a long,
demanding day

3:30 PM
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As the garage door roars to a close and I take the first step inside my
home, I immediately take a bagel and pop it into the toaster. I press
the toaster’s lever down and watch the entire appliance start to heat
up. Then, I pick out the ripest banana, making sure that dark brown
freckles dot the entire yellow surface. As I wait for the bagels to

pop up, I carefully slice the banana into thin disks, every chop also
seeming to cut my worries in half.

3:35 PM

Pop! The bagel halves greet me invitingly as they jump up from the
toaster. Anxious to eat, I immediately grab them, but as the bagel’s
heat rushes to my fingertips I frantically dash to the kitchen counter
and drop them. The bagel’s light beige has now transformed into

a toasty brown, with a few darker brown charred edges. I quickly
spread on peanut butter and from the heat, the firm consistency

of the spread starts to melt into a sweet, brown goo that runs onto
my fingers. Then, I take my banana slices and place them onto the
bagel, lining them up right next to each other in a perfect circle.

3:40 PM

Finally I bite into my masterpiece, making sure to get the perfect
ratio of bagel to peanut butter to banana in my bite. As the texture
of the soft banana and the crunch of the bagel and the creamy
peanut butter plays around in my mouth, my eyebrows unfurrow
and the corners of my mouth lift upwards.

In the brief ten minutes that I make my creation, my upcoming
homework and tests for school weighing me down are all swallowed
up with every munch on my peanut butter and banana bagel.

iii. sunny-side-up egg
Jfor you and a family member, for putting the hectic outside world
on pause and understanding each other better

Every Saturday morning, my dad cooks two sunny-side-up eggs and
toasts a bagel. My dad takes one half of the toasted bagel and gives
me the other half. I sprinkle salt on both eggs, making sure to add
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less for my dad, and place them on top of each bagel. As we sit down
at the table, we bite down in unison, and my ears are filled with a
satisfying crunch.

Soon enough, my favorite part comes when I reach the runny egg
yolk, which is always meticulously placed right over the center of
the bagel hole. As I take a bite into the yolk, the gooey yellow liquid
gushes out and fills my mouth with sunshine. As the yellow liquid
starts dripping out faster, my dad and I share a look of mischief and
gleam. We always compete to see who can eat their egg while letting
the least amount of yolk drip down from the bagel hole.

At the end, my dad and I closely inspect each other’s plates, looking
to see who has the most leftover yolk on their plates. As we bicker
over who’s plate is tainted with the most yellow, he also asks me
about my week and school.

During the weekdays I rarely hear from my dad because of his hectic
work schedule. On Saturday though, every minute detail, from what
color fuzzy socks I wore on Monday to what funky new hairstyle I
tried on Friday, all resurfaces thanks to our shared eggs on a bagel.
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Today, Tomorrow, and My Grandma
Sophia Moon

October 5th: the day of my first homecoming dance.

But also, the day I found out the doctor diagnosed my grandma
with cancer. I was frantically getting ready: putting on makeup,
curling my hair, and slipping on my satin navy dress, all without
a worry in the world. My mom was waiting in the driver’s seat. I
felt something different about the atmosphere, but could not quite
grasp what it was. We continued driving down the same old road,
passed by the same pine trees, and made the same turns—left, right,
and right again. But I still felt off about the situation. A few minutes
passed and my mom broke the silence; I found out we were going to
South Korea.

Great news, right? Not quite. Although I have always dreamt
of spending time in Korea over the winter, I was confused about
why we were going. Why all of a sudden? Why is my dad coming
when it’s the busiest time of work at his company? I tried to distract
myself from all these questions circling around in my head by
enjoying this special day. Like any other dance in the movies, we
took many photos. But every so often, I glanced at my mom to see if
she was enjoying this time as much as I did. Like always, she had a
soft smile on her face. And like always, it was comforting.

As soon as the dance ended that night, I asked that burning
question in my head. “Why are we going to Korea?” My mom denied
my question. I asked again, “Why are we going so soon?” My mom
stared at the wall with a pale face. “Grandma,” she started softly,
“has cancer.”

We broke into tears. Thoughts piled in my head. How bad has
the cancer gotten? Will she get better soon? Yet despite all these
thoughts, I could not put it into words.

October 5th: the day I found out my grandma had pancreas
cancer.
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December 21st: the day we left for South Korea.

We knew that after her first round of chemotherapy, the
severity was neutral. Although we called her every morning and
night to provide company while she was alone at home, there was
only so much we could do through a phone screen. Despite calling
her twice a day, I expected my grandma to look the same as she
did in person last summer: delicate, snow-white, curly hair, and
wrinkles in the corners of her eyes every time she smiled. I denied
the fact that she would look different when we visited her at the
hospital. Yet there she stood, without her delicate hair, and instead
a delicate, frail body.

December 21st: the day I saw my grandma with a different, yet
loving appearance.

January 2nd: the day we prayed the rosary together.

It was special to pray with my grandma in person after we
prayed through a phone screen for two months. After finishing the
last bead of the prayer, my mom and I looked for a warm blanket for
my grandmother. My sister went back to the kitchen table to finish
writing in her journal. And my grandmother sat on the couch and
watched the news. Everything was in place.

We had trouble finding the perfectly-sized blanket under all the
bedding. In my grandma’s soft-spoken voice, she said, “It should
be towards the back of the closet...” as she got up from the couch
to help. I began hearing her footsteps, followed by the creaks of the
floor, and a loud crash. My grandma had fainted. She fell to the floor
and woke up in a few seconds. I stood in shock, tears streaming
down my face, and my hand trembling, holding the perfectly-sized
blanket. Holding back her tears, my mom rushed out and scolded
why my grandma had gotten up. My grandma was in a state of
shock. She woke up and had no idea what had happened, only
to be confused why our faces were covered in tears. Like always,
my grandma cared about us before worrying about herself. She
comforted us as we rambled about how severe the situation was.
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January 2nd: the day my grandma fainted in front of me.

January 10th: the day we left South Korea.

We made the most of it, and so did my grandma. She suggested
that we continue our tradition of going to our favorite restaurant
in Seoul. It would only take half an hour before my grandma would
feel the need to sit down at a nearby bench. But with today being
our last day, I could tell that my grandma was putting forth all of
her energy for us. Seeing her sitting across from me and eating the
most she had since the day we arrived comforted me. It reminded
me of the days we would run to catch the bus, spend the entire day
making kimchi in her kitchen, and enjoying meals at the endless
number of restaurants in Seoul. I savored this moment: seeing my
grandma with the same wrinkles in the corners of her eyes as she
smiled with her warm winter hat covering her head that I imagine
having her delicate, curly hair.

January 10th: the day I realized my grandma is just the same
inside.

October 20th: the day my mom bought her plane ticket to
South Korea.

The Coronavirus pandemic had reached an all-time high
with cases in South Korea. Since the time we left, my grandma’s
condition has become worse. Her energy levels became so low that
she could not make her own food, do laundry, or even make it to the
bathroom without feeling lightheaded. With the pandemic affecting
everyone around us, it was not as easy for my extended family to
help out. So my mother decided it would be best if she went back to
South Korea.

I never knew what to expect before each call with my grandma.
This night, my uncle called. He managed to take off a few days
from work to take care of my grandma. He heard the toilet flush,
and a loud thud on the bathroom floor. He rushed in and saw my
grandma on the floor with her head trickling with blood. Quickly,
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he gathered himself and called the ambulance to rush her to the
hospital. She was okay. The replaying moment of her fainting in
front of my eyes and hearing about what happened continued to put
me in a state of discomfort.

Sitting at the edge of my bed, I thought to myself how different
life had become. How just last year, everything was “normal.” My
routine of being half asleep waiting at the bus stop, walking through
the hallways of scurrying students, and receiving a warm welcome
at home. I simply assumed that tomorrow would be the same with
everything in place. Now, the world has torn apart. Simple tasks
turned into a multitude of steps to ensure safety. Our sole form of
communication to people around us was through a phone screen.
It’s almost as if everything that could possibly go wrong had gone
wrong. My mind became flooded with thoughts about what would
happen even just the next morning.

October 20th, the day “normal” became “not-so-normal.”

November 1st: the day my mom left for South Korea.

Stress. The house was full of stress. My mom was thinking
about quarantine. My dad was planning his work schedule. And
I was trying to help in any way possible. It was 12:03 a.m. when
we began meal prepping for what our family could have for the
time being. It was 1:24 a.m. when my mom finished packing her
suitcases. And it was 5:00 a.m. when my mom went to the airport.
Coming home after school was different. Our home no longer gave a
comforting atmosphere. It was only me, my dad, and the house.

November 1st: the day the house became bare and empty.

December 8th: the day my sister came home from college.

I've realized how different life can become when you don’t get
trapped into your thoughts. Understanding things from a different
perspective and looking at it under a positive light can change how
you view each day. Every call with my mom and grandma seemed
to be the same prior to today. I felt myself being trapped under the
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thought that there would be a breaking point for my grandma. But
since my sister came home, I was distracted from the world around
me by filling my day with tasks: keeping the house tidy, learning to
make my own food, and being the one to give encouragement to my
mom and grandma each night.

The way I perceived each day was how I remembered each day.
The calls I made to my grandma were not just a call to hear about
her state of cancer, it was a call to give her encouragement. The
house being empty without my mom was not just a game of waiting
till she came back; it was a chance for me to learn to take care of
myself and to become mature to make the most of the situation.

December 8th: the day I came to terms with myself that my
mindset determines how I remember each day.
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Sickle
Samriddhi Patankar

Heat leaks into the room like water down a drain. The sun
obediently follows behind it, causing me to wipe away the beads
of sweat that have collected on the back of my neck. Aji sits on the
couch, unbothered by such a temperature as she prepares for her
afternoon pooja. I stay sitting by the window, looking down at all
of the people walking in the street. Full pants. Long dress and a
scarf. Long-sleeved kurta. Full saree. I keep track of the various
long clothing of the people below me because it’s baffling. How
do they not faint? Abba tells me to put on my shoes as he puts on
his own by the front door. I groan and complain about leaving the
limited air conditioning as I move from the bay window to put on
some sandals. How come Sanjeevani gets to stay inside and take a
nap while I have to be tortured in the heat? I ask him where are we
going, anyway? The fish market. The fish market? We’re walking
there? I think that the distance is too long to walk, but Abba thinks
it’s too short a rickshaw ride, so we compromise. Walk.

Why are you squirming so much, Abba asks. I'm itchy and I'm
sweating. It’s a hotter winter than any oil company could create. We
pass by different shopkeepers selling fruit, bangles, clothing, and
flowers. We finally stop at a huge hub of cats. Abba says you know
it’s a good fish market by how many cats are outside it. Dozens sit
in front. Baby, our fisherwoman sees us at the front of the market
and waves us over. We walk to the back of the shop, past dozens of
women in full sarees sitting on upside-down buckets on top of five
feet by five feet wooden boxes. Armed with gold bangles and bindis,
they easily cut through bone and meat with their knives the size of
my head.

These women sit so high above us in powerful positions, they
could slice through anything. Cutting the “traditional” stay-at-
home-wife life in two. They slash through the patriarchy of labor
jobs. No one dares mess with these women and their blades. I want
to be just like her when I grow up. I tell her that. I tell her that one
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day I'm going to sit next to her and cut fish just like she does. I tell
her that I will wear what she does. I will sit where she is. And I will
do what she does.

A shiny smile stretches across her face. One gold tooth glistens
in the light as she welcomes me to her profession by handing me
her sickle. Her outstretched arm jingles as her bangles move with
it. I take the knife in both hands, my small ones can barely hold the
weight of it in just one. This is no ordinary knife, she begins telling
me. She says how old this is, how it is a curved blade so that even
bones can’t withstand its cut. Abba watches with his eyes wide. He
lets me hold it for a little while but soon sees that my weak arms
are no match for this knife. Baby laughs at the sight of me almost
toppling over. She tells me to keep it. Thank you. She laughs, so rich
and loud that it made the other fisherwomen turn their heads. They
all stopped their business to see beti struggling to hold Baby’s sickle.
Abba then takes it so I don’t accidentally cut something. They all
smile and giggle to each other as they see me. One by one they come
down from their boxes to congratulate me for receiving this gift.
They pinch my face so tight it hurts, but I know they mean well.

Baby takes the knife back to wrap it in a large cloth and ties it
with a string. Abba takes it from her and thanks her for this gift.
Abba tells me that he has been asking Baby for this sickle for twenty
years. He too was dazzled by Baby’s job. Eventually, he changed
ideas, but he’s always been fascinated with this knife. I wonder how
we’re going to get this through customs.
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The Eagle

Gracie Plikuhn

I sat on his bed and sank into the pillows. My finger, slightly
shaking, hovered over the play button, and when I finally pressed
it, his voice rang out into the empty room like a beautiful melody.
It seemed so real. I longed for it to be real. “Good luck at your
competition tonight, sweetie. You'll be great like always. I love
you.” I closed my eyes and let his voice flood my ears as memories
flooded my mind. I thought of the times when he would lift me onto
his shoulders and I would see the world from a towering height.

I thought of when we would play soccer in the backyard and how

I would win every game. Mom said we would always have the
moments that we spent together, but it wasn’t enough. He wouldn’t
be there to see me in my cap and gown. He wouldn’t walk me down
the aisle at my wedding. He wouldn’t see his grandchildren. He
was gone. I needed his hug. I needed his voice as confirmation that
everything would be alright. I needed his voice in front of me and
not trapped in a recording.

My social studies teacher tapped me on the shoulder while
we were watching a documentary and told me that the counselor
needed to see me in her office. The door creaked as I left the room,
and the heads of judgmental eighth graders turned to face me. I
walked down the silent hallway, filled only with the noise of my
shoes, while I contemplated each possible scenario. Could this be
about the time I had chewed gum in class when I wasn’t supposed
to? Was I in trouble? No, I couldn’t be. I had never been in trouble,
nor had I done anything to cause trouble.

Downstairs, Mrs. Edwards greeted me sweetly, but I could see
the sympathy and sorrow hiding within her eyes. She led me to the
conference room where my mom and my brother were seated next
to each other at the table. I was taken aback and stopped right as I
reached the door frame. I looked at the different faces in the room,
searching for any clue or explanation. I turned to Mrs. Edwards,
only for her to leave the room and quietly shut the door. The fading
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click-clack of Mrs. Edwards’ heels and the slight sniffling of my
family overwhelmed me. Fear. All I felt was fear of the unknown.
Upon seeing my face, my mom began to cry. And so I cried. I cried
before I even knew why I was crying. I cried out of fear.

“Mom? What’s happening?”
Trembling, my mom took my hands into hers.

“Dad... he didn’t show up to work,” she choked out between
shallow breaths. “I tried calling him multiple times, but he wouldn’t
answer me. Some of the other firefighters showed up to his house,
but he wouldn’t answer the door. They pried the garage door open
and found his truck there. But...”

But it was too late. He wasn’t really there. He was already gone
from this Earth. Gone from us. And so I began to weep. I crawled
into my brother’s arms and I didn’t move for minutes, other than
the uncontrolled rise and fall of my chest. I continued to weep as
I trudged out of the building, hand in hand with my incomplete
family of three. Fittingly, the ground was wet, the air was bitter, and
the sky was crying with us.

We were stuck. His death was so sudden. No preparations. No
goodbyes. We were in shock. That shock never left my system. I felt
it as I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling and clinging to the stuffed
animal Dad had given me as a child. I felt it as I wrote a letter to
leave with him in his final resting place and as the ink smeared
with salty tears. I felt it as I looked at myself in a black dress and
stared into the eyes that so closely resembled his. I was scared to
see my father and for others to see me in a state of weakness and
vulnerability. I dreaded saying goodbye.

I looked around at the grim faces gathered in the hallway. They
were there to comfort me, yet their comfort meant nothing as I only
wanted him. I could feel my body tremble and my rapid breathing
grow increasingly unsteady against the supposedly peaceful music.
The double french doors were shut, and his name was written above
them. The funeral director opened the doors, and I reluctantly
entered alongside my mom and brother.

The world seemed to be spinning, as if none of this were real.
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My stomach formed a knot and my head began to ache. I tried to
look at the situation from a different perspective for my own sake;
Dad would have wanted me to be brave. I shut my eyes for a brief
moment in an attempt to regain composure. I noticed the beautiful
bouquets of red, white and blue. There were elegant ribbons for
those affected by the loss: brother, son, and Dad. Around an hour
later, people from across the community appeared to say their
goodbyes. It was beautiful to see everyone join together to mourn
a loss yet recognize and appreciate our family and loved ones.
Extended family came from hours away and the entire state fire
department took turns, arriving in shifts. Hugs and condolences
were exchanged. Hearts were broken. But our hearts could be
mended by one another and the love we shared. We drove at the
front of the procession from the funeral home and towards the
firehouse. The men in uniform stood across the firehouse’s driveway
in a salute. I read the pain on their faces and realized that they too
had lost a brother. Dad’s gear was neatly and respectfully set out on
a stand. In the car, my family sat silently, and we held hands while
trying to be strong together. No one talked, but we knew what the
others were thinking. My brother turned to face the front window
and began to speak.

“An eagle,” he muttered slowly. Breathlessly.

I hadn’t adjusted to seeing him in such a weakened state. He
had always been such a warrior who would stand on the front lines
and protect me during my own battles.

“Where?”

Up. An eagle soared above Dad’s hearse, and I knew that was
Dad’s message, telling me everything would truly be ok. He had
always said that, the day he left my brother and me, he would fly
over us as an eagle. A smile crept onto my face and threatened to
turn my empty feeling into one of hope. In my mom and brother’s
embrace once again, I felt safe.
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Obsessive-Compulsive

Amani Severson
American Voices Nominee

At seven, you were paralyzed by any thought of death. There
were monsters upstairs, sea creatures below the bathtub, violence
spreading blurrily over the future.

In your sixth-grade English classroom, slouching on a half-
deflated yoga ball, you traced half-moons on a splintering table.
This is the first rule you can remember: when the teacher pauses in
her lecture, draw an imaginary comma.

From then on, there were more. Bless and thank yourself after
you sneeze, check behind the shower curtain before you use the
bathroom, strike your cheekbone if you accidentally catch your
reflection in a mirror. And then there was that sacred number, your
awful, lucky number: walk in fours, chew in fours; blink, touch,
breathe in fours.

There was a ratty, one-eyed cow plushie that you had to tap
on each night before you slept. There was the heavy book on your
nightstand you had to touch each morning. There were a dozen
elaborate rituals for every tedious moment.

You knew it was irrational. It should’ve been easy to stop. But
when you restrained yourself, it was as though you’d been captured
by a jolt of static and then peeled open: you were incomplete,
unfinished. In these moments you became half-hollow; gaping
mouths of emptiness heaved beneath your threadbare skin. You
hadn’t knocked on the doorframe after you’d bumped into it,
and now your family would be crushed on the highway, and your
favorite actress would be murdered in a faraway city, and the rest
of your life would be damned into wretchedness. Walk back and
knock—four quick beats—and you’d all be saved.

For a while, it was tolerable. But it matured with you, weaving
into the constant uneasiness of growing up.

There was one night in the summer after sophomore year when
you felt your being had been mangled, your skin so ragged that
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you could feel yourself spilling away. You were in your mother’s
bathroom, naked, just out of the shower, and you met your own
eyes in the mirror. Because of this, you had to bring the heel of your
hand to your face four times. It wasn’t enough. Four more times,
another four...

Your reflection had gritted teeth and squinted eyes and hands
blurred with violence. It was a crazed creature, hunched and
paranoid, swallowed whole by the insidious blemish on its brain. A
dirty red smudge had been kneaded into its cheek. You had become
an alien, gangly and senseless, unraveling with each movement.

You didn’t want to dress yourself and note each cruel brush of
fabric against your skin. You didn’t want to count your footfalls on
the way to your bedroom, knocking on each doorframe you passed.

Your own home was swelling with traps and snares. Your mind
was plagued with visions of disaster. Everything—no matter how
mundane, no matter how beautiful—was unsurvivable. You prayed
to become weightless and stagnant. You prayed for sleep. Everyone
knows this feeling: how demanding it is to endure, how divinely
easy to be digested.

You told your mother in the car after a music rehearsal. Idling
in the high school parking lot, the two of you watched inflatable
insurance signs bounce down the length of the street. You showed
her the knuckles on your right hand, calloused from where you’d
mashed them against a hundred different doorways. You didn’t
mean to cry, but you did.

You were sitting on your mother’s bed when you were
diagnosed, staring at a psychiatrist on the screen of her new
computer. He was funny, talking with ease as static swam lazily
across his features.

“You're not crazy or anything,” he said, and you laughed. “But
this never goes away.”

During your first therapy session, you strangled a glob of pink
putty your mother found at the dollar store. It was easier than you
thought it would be to speak.

You were told to exercise, so you half-heartedly followed
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workout videos in the living room, stumbling over stray toys and
sleeping dogs. The blue hardback journal on your bookshelf became
a place to catalogue your worries, to condense imagined horrors
into lists. Somehow, things were simpler.

Your rituals weren'’t easier to resist, but, slowly, they became
easier to forget. They dulled and shrank, becoming small flares
rather than harsh, engulfing flames. Sometimes, you are free from
them for hours.

Still there are days when you are consumed. These are
unavoidable: the days spent wishing your body was stone, the
nights spent writhing in dread. It is exhausting and strange and
occasionally painful.

It is not rare or tragic.

You remember yourself as a child, your small body standing
under a showerhead just turned off, stiff hair steadily dripping.
This was when you were the most afraid. You slapped the side of
your knee four times, simply so a great blue whale wouldn’t burst
through the peeling plastic floor and swallow you whole.

Looking back, you regard that child not with pity or frustration
but with cautious amusement, the painless sympathy of one who
has been assured of a happy ending.

You are relieved to be here. Some days you're proud.
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The Lesson of the Bonfire
Esha Sharma

The gentle glow of the diyas breaks through the inky blackness
of the night. Dadu and I are the only ones left on the patio as Diwali
(the festival of lights) draws to a close. I burrow my face into my
scratchy blanket as the wind whips around me, chasing a shivering
line down my back even as the bonfire in front of me scorches my
face. To distract myself, I start kicking at a wobbly leg of my little
stool, trying to balance on the edge where I could hover without
crashing.

Despite the initial peacefulness of the scene, a wave of
mortification sweeps through me as the silence between us stretches
out, turning awkward. My grandfather, well over 85, was in no
condition to start and carry a conversation, but as an 11 year old
versed only in broken phrases of Hindi, neither was I.

I floundered, caught in the currents of my cultural disparity.

I struggle to remember a time when I was comfortable with
my history—an Indian born in America only to return at the age
of 7 with the vaguest notion of what her culture meant. My mind
flashes back to when I met my grandfather—I ran up, exclaiming
“Dadu! Dadu!”. He laughed as I hugged him and showed me around
his flower collection. That was the easy part. When I tried to know
this stranger who offered me flowers and sunshine, it quickly
became apparent we had no common language with which to
communicate. I felt like an outsider in that moment, faking at being
a granddaughter.

I decided the only remedy for this problem was to learn what I
could about a culture unknown: experience became my mentor in
India. As I played Holi with friends, I realized not speaking Hindi
did not affect how loud we laughed while throwing colored water at
each other or the peacefulness of drying off in the sun. The awkward
pauses of my language certainly did not stop me from creating
rangoli with my family as I sprinkled powdered sand into beautiful
arrangements during Diwali. The absence of language became
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all the more beautiful as, in a tradition of our own during Diwali,
my family and I walked around the apartments, observing the
hundreds of diyas that lit the night sky, all following that particular
arrangement everyone somehow knew. That image became forever
seared in my mind, a brilliant pattern illuminating the night. These
experiences created a shared understanding that transcended
language; they evolved into a tapestry woven from our culture.

Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I see the flame of a
cluster of diyas blow out, barraged by the wind. I get up, relighting
them, only to turn and find my grandfather staring at me. He
lifts a shaking hand, gesturing impatiently behind me. I turn
and—there—a diya I forgot to relight. My hands pause above the
lamps as I remember that pattern I saw every year that lit up the
night sky. Hesitatingly, I arrange the lamps to resemble a crude
approximation of the design I remember from all of those walks,
knowledge built up over years and years.

Once the flames are flickering and Dadu is smiling again, I
sit back down. We establish a rhythm, observing and saving the
flames as necessary as the hush of midnight settles around us. As we
watch the flames flicker, I realize the silence is no longer awkward.
There was more than one way to bridge a gap than language—this
moment said enough for the both of us. Over the years, I realized
my connection with my culture was not dependent on verbal
communication; it could be built on a shared understanding of
experiences, a bond that travels deeper than words, connecting me
to my family and heritage. To thrive, I recalled that action in front
of the bonfire all those years ago—balancing these sides of myself,
resting on an edge where I could hover without crashing.
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Is There Too Much Pressure on Girls to Have
"Perfect" Bodies?

Yurun Zheng

“I'm getting fat” might be the most common phrase that every
girl will say at least once in her lifetime. Every girl wants to be as
skinny as the models in the magazines; every girl wants to look
good in other people’s eyes; every girl desires to have the “perfect”
body. Some may say that this is just how girls are, but they don’t
realize (or have never experienced) how great the pressure of girls
having “perfect” bodies is in our current society.

Teenage girls and young women are constantly being judged by
society’s rigid perception of beauty—good skin, slender, long legs,
and a toned, fit body. If their legs are too short, or their bellies are
not flat, they are considered fat.

Samantha Levine, the project director of the NYC Girls Project,
said, “I think being a woman in this society, it’s sort of impossible to
not be aware of the pressures there are around appearance, around
weight, around trying to always look a certain way.”

In 2016, a charity for girls and young women named Girl
Guiding UK conducted a Girls Attitude Survey, and the results were
surprising and shocking. According to the survey, almost 40% of
the girls aged 7 to 21 were not happy with their looks and bodies,
compared to 30% in 2011. Even with an increased awareness
towards the toxicity of the media and the impact of social media on
young women, self-esteem issues continue to rise.

But where do these invisible pressures continue to come from?

The media is undoubtedly the biggest factor that influences
girls. Teenage girls and young women are bombarded with images
on their phones, magazines, and entertainment media every day.
The Pew Research Center has found that half of teenage girls are
constant online users. Within the media, social media uses thin
models to portray women as having the “perfect body,” causing girls
to be unsatisfied with their own.
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In a study of 13 to 17-year-old girls, nearly 50% reported
the desire to be as skinny as a model. They would use unhealthy
methods such as dieting, starving, and taking laxatives to try
to reshape their figures to fit what they believe is “the ideal” as
revealed on social media. In the long term, they might even develop
mental illnesses like depression and eating disorders, which can
lead to more lasting harm.

Besides the false representation of the “perfect body,” girls
could also get bullied on social media when posting pictures of their
bodies. Peers often like to make comments on girls’ bodies and
weight. Sometimes they might only want to motivate girls to stay
in shape, but other times they might use insulting words like “fat,”
“ugly,” and “pig” to humiliate girls, causing them to have low self-
confidence and self-esteem. According to the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), 21% of middle and high school girls in
America reported being bullied online or by text messages.

Furthermore, families can also play a big role in girls’
perceptions of their bodies. A survey conducted by the Girl Scout
Research Group found that 5 out of every 10 girls believed that their
families influence the way they feel about their bodies. According
to the study, parents, especially moms, will criticize or comment
on girls’ bodies when they gain weight, leaving girls with the
impression that they could only be complimented through weight
loss. Therefore, parents’ attitudes towards their daughters’ bodies
can lead to a negative body image for girls.

Certainly, people might argue that boys can have the same
pressures as girls do. In reality, research has shown that 50% of
13-year-old American girls were unhappy with their bodies, whereas
only 25% of teenage boys were concerned about their muscularity
and leanness. In another survey conducted by D4il na nOg, an
Irish council, twice as many boys (36%) as girls (18%) reported not
feeling any pressure to look good for others.

All in all, society has put far too much pressure on girls to have
“perfect” bodies through social media, peer pressure, and parental
behavior. This is still a serious problem that needs to be addressed.
In the meantime, girls should take care of and protect themselves
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from these daily pressures. No matter how tall or short, thin or fat,
small or big a girl may be, accepting herself for who she is rather
than what she looks like is the true essence of beauty. Beauty is
really only skin deep.
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Until | Meet You Again
Haseung Jun

***This play was shortened to meet the 3,000 word limit. As a
result, some acts were ommitted. A line signifies an ommitted
act(s).

Characters:

YUMI: main character who gets separated from her mother
ARA: the mother of Yumi

SUJIN: a woman who takes care of lost Yumi

JINHO: Yumi’s husband

YURI and YUJIN: Yumi and Jinho’s daughter and son
CHILGU: Sujin’s husband

ACTI

Lights turn on and curtains open. The scene is a typical street in
Korea during the 1960s. The streets are bustling with traditional
and modern features. YUMI walks with JINHO, with her arm
linked around his. They laugh and smile as a young couple in love
would.

JINHO: Yumi, aren’t you hungry? We’ve been walking for two
hours. What do you want to eat?

YUMI: We should have street food, because why not? It’s not like
either of us have money to actually eat at a restaurant. After all,
we’re just poor college students.

JINHO (exclaiming): I know! My friend recommended this to me.
It should be near here...

(JINHO searches around a little, until he finds a food stand selling
steamed sweet potatoes.)

JINHO: Over there!

(He tugs on YUMI'’s arms and leads her to the food stand.)

YUMI: So what are we eating?

JINHO (excited): Sweet potatoes! My friend said the steamed sweet
potatoes here are the best!

(As JINHO grabs sweet potatoes and pays for them, YUMI freezes
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completely, unable to react.)

JINHO: Yumi! You should taste this! It’s so good. It tastes like... I
don’t know how to describe it! You just gotta try it. It melts in your
mouth.

(JINHO turns back to see YUMTI's reaction. However, YUMI only
shudders as she stares at the sweet potatoes in JINHO’s hands. She
looks completely frozen.)

JINHO (surprised):Yumi? What’s wrong?

YUMI (She reddens with anger as her eyes pierce JINHO):How?
How could you do this to me?

(YUMI storms past JINHO, almost exiting the stage before JINHO
catches her hand.)

JINHO: Yumi, I don’t understand. Is there something I did wrong?
If I did, please forgive me.

(YUMI quakes with nervousness.)

YUMI: You have no idea what sweet potatoes mean to me. I feel
disgust when I see or even smell them.

JINHO: Yumi, I...

YUMI: Of course you don’t understand! But if you lose your mother
thanks to some sweet potato, you’d know what I mean!

(YUMI sobs as JINHO softly takes her into his arms. Lights dim
and the curtains close.)

ACTII

(The lights illuminate and curtains open. The scene is set to a
typical Korean town on June 24, 1950. A bigger house sits in the
center of the stage. ARA is doing the laundry, crouching. A young
YUMI, at around the age of five, comes running onto the stage. She
appears to be crying.)

YUMI (crying and sniffling): Mom!

ARA: Yumi, what has gotten into you?

YUMI: I don’t like Soonhee! I don’t like Jayun or Jaeho! They're all
so mean!

ARA: Every friend is mean? How so? If you just tell me you don’t
like all your friends, I won’t understand why you’re crying.

YUMI (still sniffling): Soonhee brought sweet potatoes today and
gave a little to everyone. Everyone except me! Soonhee said she
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wouldn’t give me sweet potatoes because I didn’t have a dad. Jayun
and Jaeho kept calling me a fatherless child for the whole day!
ARA: Yumi, you know you are not fatherless. Your father served as
a soldier to liberate this country and he was brave amongst all. He
was even braver than Soonhee’s dad.

YUMI: I know that! You told me that since I was a baby. But I want
sweet potatoes. Everyone knows the taste of sweet potatoes except
me!

ARA: But you know how I'm busy doing the housework for Mrs.
Sujin. I don’t have time to get any.

YUMI: No! I want sweet potatoes! Why is it that I never get
anything? Is this because I don’t have a dad?

(ARA stares at YUMI for quite a while.)

ARA: How about this, Yumi? My housework starts at four in the
morning, so I'll wake up a little early tomorrow to dig up some
sweet potatoes in the hills nearby. Okay?

YUMI (with glee):Really? You will? I love you, mom!

(YUMI embraces her mother with delight. ARA looks lovingly at
her daughter as they happily hug. Lights dim and curtains close.)

ACT III

(The scene is back to the 1960s, where YUMI and JINHO had
originally been visiting street vendors. Jinho tosses his sweet
potatoes into a trash can and they slowly stroll down the
sidewalk.)

JINHO: Do you want to talk about it?

YUMI (sighs): I'm sorry . I shouldn’t have been angry at you. It’s not
even your fault. The thing is, my father served in the Independence
Army during the colonial period. He died in combat, so I never
really saw him.

JINHO: I'm sorry.

YUMI: It’s okay... I never really knew my dad. But my mom was left
as a widow by the age of 21 with a young daughter. To make ends
meet, she worked at the house of Mrs. Sujin to help with household
chores. And one day, I asked for sweet potatoes. That’s where
everything started.

JINHO: And Mrs. Sujin is --
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YUMI (quietly): Yes.
(Lights dim and curtains close.)

ACT IV

(The scene opens to June 25, 1950 at 4:30AM. Citizens of Seoul
start hearing the news that the North Korean army had come
down the 38th parallel, indicating an invasion and thus, war.)
SUJIN: Yumi! Wake up!

YUMI (rubbing her eyes): Mom?

SUJIN: Quick! Get dressed! We are leaving right now!

YUMI: What?

(YUMI watches in disbelief as SUJIN pulls her out of the house.
They join the rest of SUJIN’s family, CHILGU, her husband and
her four children, who were all older than YUMI.)

CHILGU: Where’s Ara?

SUJIN: I don’t know! I haven’t seen her this whole morning!
YUMI: Mom went to get me sweet potatoes! She said she would get
me at least 10!

(CHILGU and SUJIN look at each other with worried looks.)
CHILGU:What do we do?

SUJIN: My husband, we have no time to lose. The North Koreans
will come any minute. We need to flee to the south. I pray that Ara
will be safe, but we can’t afford to wait for her. It’s too much of a
risk!

(CHIGU, SUJIN and hurry their children and start moving along
the stage to exit on the other side. But YUMI'’s shoe comes off, so
SUJIN and YUMI retreat back to put it on, while the rest of the
Jfamily moves off the stage. YUMI has a hard time putting on her
shoe, and it takes her a minute or so to put it on, while SUJIN
rushes her. Suddenly, there is a loud explosion. SUJIN turns white.
She stands up and looks at the direction her husband and children
had left.)

SUJIN (covering her mouth with her hands): No. That can’t be
possible. No. That simply cannot. There is no way.

(SUJIN grabs YUMI’s hand and runs off the stage. Lights dim and
curtains close.)
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ACT VI

(Lights turn on and curtains open to a hospital where SUJIN is
lying in the bed with YUMI at her bedside. YUMI, 17-years-old, is
a beautiful young woman. SUJIN coughs and YUMI stays by her
side.)

SUJIN: Yumi, I don’t have much time left.

YUMI: What? No! You're going to be fine, Auntie! You need to have
hope.

SUJIN: No. I know my body. You live a life, and when it’s time to
go, you need to go. That’s how it works.

YUMI: Auntie... I know. But I just can’t let you go. This was all my
fault! It’s all because you were trying to pay my college tuition! You
worked too hard and you overexerted yourself. And that’s my fault!
SUJIN (sternly): It is never your fault. I wanted you to have an
education, have a dream, have a happy life that I lacked. I never got
a chance to learn. That was my dream. To learn, to go to school. But
the world is changing, Yumi. Now girls can go to school and I want
you to dream big.

YUMI: But..

SUJIN (coughs): You were there when I needed someone to comfort
me. You were the one who saved my life. I was a woman full of
despair. My own children died in front of my eyes, from hunger and
from bombing. If it weren't for you, I would have never continued
on. Do not ever think I'm leaving because of you. Understand?
(SUJIN coughs more until she drains her energy and does not
move for a moment. Then she reaches out and grabs YUMI's
hand.)

SUJIN: Promise me you will never think it was your fault.

YUMI: Auntie...

(SUJIN coughs even more.)

SUJIN: Could you do me one favor?

YUMI: Anything Auntie. Anything.

SUJIN: Please forgive me, Yumi. I could’ve waited for your mother.
It’s all my fault you were separated from her. I put the safety of my
family first, but I ended up losing them anyways. Perhaps it was
punishment. But you saved me, Yumi.. Please forgive me.

YUMI (Crying): Auntie, it was never your fault. You could’ve left me
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there. I am alive because of you. You were a mother to me and I love
you just like I love my mother. It was all my fault, Auntie. It was my
fault! So stop thinking that and get better. Please, Auntie, you're the
only one left!

SUJIN: Yumi, it is my time to go. But promise me one thing, Yumi.
Promise me to find your mother. Do not break her heart like my
children did to me when they died. Promise?

YUMI (Teary): Yes. I will.

(SUJIN smiles weakly as she breathes her last breath and dies.
YUMI is left crying next to her as lights dim and curtains close.)

ACT VIII

(Light turns on and curtains open to a house scene. YURI, who is
about 36, is the daughter of JINHO and YUMI, now in their 60s.
Yuri rushes into the house with a newspaper in her hands.)

YURI: Mom! Look! I think you’ll like this. “Reunion for Separated
Families of the North and South”. Don’t you want to apply? I don’t
know why we didn’t know about this. Mom! You could finally meet
Grandmother!

YUMI: I don’t know... I don’t even know if my mother is alive. Or
what if my mother started a new life there, has a family of her own,
and does not want to see me?

JINHO: Just give it a shot. Plus, you promised Mrs. Sujin you
would.

YUMI: No, Yuri. I just don’t want to get my hopes up. If I hope too
much, it will be much more disappointing. JINHO: But -- Just think
YURI: Mom, I already filled out the application, I just need
Grandmother’s name, her birthday, her age, her hometown and the
last time you saw her.

YUMI (Takes a deep breath): 1 just don't... Fine. My mother’s
name is Ara Kim. She was born on November 14, and is right now I
think... 85. Her hometown is Songlim. I last saw her in 1950, in the
outskirts of Seoul. I don’t really remember where exactly.

YURI: Okay, got it. When I hear anything, I'll tell you. I should get
going now so I can send this in. Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad!

(YURI leaves the stage as the lights dim and the curtains close.)
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ACTX

(Lights turn on and curtains open to a banquet hall, 2005. YUMI,
now 60, is fidgeting in a chair . She sits with Jinho and nervously
glances at her watch every few seconds.)

YUMI: What if she doesn’t recognize me? What if she doesn’t even
remember she had a daughter? What if she doesn’t care?

JINHO: Yumi, she is your mother. All mothers recognize their child
no matter what. Would you ever forget about Yuri or Yujin?

(YUMI smiles gratefully at JINHO)

INTERCOM VOICE: And now, the families from the North are
coming in! Please remain in your seats.

(YUMI and JINHO wait as an old lady points to them and is
escorted to their table. YUMI instantly stands up.)

YUMI: Mom! Mom!

(YUMI runs over to ARA, who appears to be nearing the age of 8o.
Even though she seems to be hunched over, as soon as she sees her
daughter, ARA runs over as if her legs were always young.)

ARA (Staring at YUMTI's face that changed so much over the
years): Is that really you? My daughter Yumi? Is it really Yumi? I
never thought I would see you again!

YUMI (Weeping): Yes, Mom. It’s your daughter.

ARA: It is really you! I've been waiting for almost 60 years for this
day to come, to see my daughter! You were the only reason why

I held on. Come here, so I can see the beautiful woman you have
become.

(YUMI and ARA embrace and continue to cry. ARA notices
JINHO and goes over to him too. Nobody says a word but in the
background sobbing and crying can be heard as others embrace
their own lost families.)

ARA (Looking at JINHO):You must be my Yumi’s husband. Thank
you. For everything.

YUMI: Mom, this is Jinho.

JINHO: It’s an honor to meet you. Yumi has been waiting for this
day for a long time.

(Everyone takes a seat at a nearby table.)

ARA: Yumi, on that day, what happened to you? As soon as I heard
the explosion, I ran down to fetch you, but you were already gone.

64



Until I Meet You Again

YUMI: Mrs. Sujin took me with her family.

ARA: Where is she? I must thank her for everything she did! I
cannot believe Mr. Chilgu would be so generous.

YUMI (Her eyes get even more teary): Mom.. she passed away 40
years ago... Mr. Chilgu and their children died during a bombing
even earlier.

ARA (Her eyes water as she looks down at her hands. Then she
looks back up, expectantly): How do you live now? Do you have
kids?

YUMI (She takes out a family photo): 1 brought something to show
you. This is our family. This is Yuri, my daughter, and Yujin, my
son. Yuri and her husband have two girls and a boy and Yujin and
his wife have two boys.

ARA: T have grandchildren... and great-grandchildren... Yet I didn’t
even know they existed! Yujin looks just like your father and Yuri
looks so much like my mom!

(YUMI keeps crying, dabbing her eyes.)

YUMTI: If only you could live with us...

ARA: Yumi, the only reason I am alive at this moment is because

I hoped one day I would see you. You were the reason I stayed
alive after your father died. You were the only reason I stayed
alive for the last 60 years, holding on to the hope that I would see
my beautiful daughter. And since I am finally reunited with my
daughter, my life is now fulfilled and I am happier than I ever was
in my whole life.

YUMI: Mom...

ARA: Oh my! I almost forgot, my dear Yumi.

(ARA takes out something from her bag. YUMI gasps as she
realizes what it is.)

YUMI: Sweet potatoes...

ARA: Yes, my dear. Finally in 60 years, I am able to fulfill my
promise. And remember, you are not fatherless, my dear Yumi. You
are not motherless either.

(YUMI stares at the sweet potatoes as she looks at her mother.
Hands shaking, she takes the sweet potatoes, which had been
perfectly steamed by her mother. And for the first time in her life,
she takes a small bite.)

YUMI: Mom, it’s so good. It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.
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(YUMI keeps eating the sweet potatoes as she cries and embraces
her mother. They cry and cry, as they try to catch up with the 60
years that were lost in time.)

INTERCOM VOICE: Citizens of the North! Please get ready to
board the bus!

YUMI: Already? No! I can’t leave you again!

ARA: Yumi, I have to go, but take this.

(ARA takes out a small comb, a family heirloom that had

been passed down through maternal lineage and an old, gray
photograph.)

ARA: This was my wedding gift passed down from my mother, and
I was hoping one day I could give this to you. I know it is late, but
give it to your daughter, and her daughter. It’s good luck. Take this
also. This is a photo of your father and me 60 years ago. I won’t
need a photograph of your father anymore. Always remember that
I will be looking after you whenever, wherever you are. Think of me
and your father when you look at the moon.

(ARA hands the photograph and the comb to YUMI as she hugs her
daughter one more time.)

ARA: Keep it and cherish it. It is yours now.

(As the citizens of the North are hurried away, YUMI longingly
looks at her mother, and then collapses into Jinho’s arms.)

YUMI: Mom! Please, please! Stay healthy and alive until I meet you
again. Until I meet you again...
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| Was Never There
Kaya Billman

When I died, I was twenty. The illness had begun in the
winter of 1945, when the university was snowed in. The devastation
was massive. The sickness swelled into a beast, nourished by the
stone-captured heat, gorging itself on the young women sealed
within. I harbored no delusions, you must understand. When I was
a child I was a small, sickly thing who haunted the window seats of
my parent’s home, tome in hand. In those days, I brushed Death
aside as though he were a housefly, keeping eyes that longed to
close forever open to finish the next chapter. I brought half of my
library to university with me, the half that I didn’t have more or less
memorized from months within those walls.

Sherry didn’t want to believe it. She stared at me when I told
her, calmly, that I was sick, incredulous at my quiet acceptance.
For three days she denied it, despite my cough worsening and my
appetite waning. Three days of insistence that if I could be so calm,
there was no way that I could be sick.

“If something happened to you, I would fall apart,
Rosemary,” she said quietly. “So for you to sit so still and tell me
with a smile on your face that in no uncertain terms you are dying
has to be some joke.”

I was never the joker, Sherry was. She was a bright,
rambunctious thing, taking me along wooded paths that she knew
would lead nowhere, studying her books by the creek rather than
her desk.

“There is nothing more distracting than silence,” she used to
say.

God, but she was right. Near the end, everyone held their
breath in the ward, whether out of superstition or fear of infection
I do not know. The girls who changed my flowers and sheets would
turn away, as though any air within those walls was clean. The
filthy, smothering heat, the breathlessness of the illness, the snow-
packed windows, it all created such a horrifying stillness that I
was grateful for every coughing fit that shattered the hot silence.

68



Sherry tried to visit every day, despite being turned away countless
times for fear of contamination. I was selfish. I knew that I should
beg her to keep away, for her safety as well as the cleanliness of my
soul, but I suppose neither matter now. I couldn’t bear to refuse her
company, not in that fear-laden ward. So she would visit at night,
crawling into my sheets to hold me and whisper stories that my eyes
had grown too tired to read, or that simply hadn’t been written. She
told me of countless adventures that we would have, of the mishaps
that we would joke about for years to come, of paths that we would
trace through the world, together. And every night she would ask to
kiss me goodnight before she crept away, and every night it became
harder to refuse.

That final evening, I was reading a poetry book that I had
never read before, of beautiful compositions that featured the
supernatural. I remembered the old saying, that you would remain
on earth forever if you had unfinished business. But I was at
peace with Death, having known him from so young. My business
was all too settled. And so I read only the title of the final poem,
Antigonish, before I laid the book aside.

“It’s for you,” I told Sherry. “Along with all of my stories.
Finish it for me. I left markings in it for you.”

“You can finish it yourself,” she said, that beautiful, sweet
smile broken in two.

“Maybe I will someday.”

That day has yet to come.

“I love you, Rosemary,” she said, and I simply held her hand
and smiled quietly. I wanted those to be the last words I heard.

I was twenty. By all accounts, I was a bright young girl with
“incredible potential.” I wanted to write, to author something
truly worth reading, but I couldn’t bring myself to show my work
to anyone but Sherry. I hadn’t done anything noteworthy with my
short, ill life, and it seemed that I never would. As far as the world
was concerned, I had never been there. I am not there still, not
treading upon the stair as I do not roam the halls. I am not the
culprit behind the books that go missing and are returned soon
after. How could I be? I'm gone.

I am not there as I lie down next to Sherry every night. The
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first time I didn’t stand in front of her, she nearly screamed. Now,
she simply smiles and tells me of the life that she will lead, with me
not by her side. She tells me of the sun that I can feel no longer.

She tells me of the studies that I will never complete. In the days
she holds a hand that is not mine and leads me along paths that we
could have known in life. She reads every poem to me but the one
that will untether me from the world. Every night, I wait for regret
to take hold, for a longing to be free from the world that is no longer
my own, that I can never truly inhabit. But it would seem that regret
is unable to find me, as I was never there.
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Shadow Boxer
Jack Forrest

Lights. Screaming spectators. Two fighters. One ring. A belt.

David was preparing for the fight of his life, but he wasn’t ready

yet. His light was the crisp sunset yellow illuminating the empty
garage from a cracked window, peppered with lifeless insects. The
only spectators he had were the rusty hedge trimmers hanging
from the wall, and a long-abandoned toy car positioned under his
stepfather’s workbench. David’s only opponent was a dark reflection
of himself. As his legs bobbed up and down on the concrete, David’s
sweat-stained hand wraps gradually unraveled until the impedance
became unignorable for the boy, and he reapplied them. This only
angered him more. He had a taste for blood that could not be
satiated.

The small garage had always been a safe space for David. No matter
what happened inside, he could escape to the near-mythical place
that always had a juice box in the fridge for him, or a place to set up
his car track. Even from a young age, he had vivid memories of his
mother pleading for him to escape to it through tears as his step-
father yelled.

David jabbed his right fist forward while keeping his left back for
defense.

“There is no better teacher than... than... doing something,” his
step-father, Blake, seemingly randomly dispensed to David, long
before he could grasp the meaning of the statement. His breath
reeked of alcohol, something David could understand at that time.
Each word fed off of each other in a long string of slurred syllables.
“Doing... is the only way to know. There isn’t nothin’ more satisfyin’
than followin’,” he paused, looked up, and deliberated, “followin’
through on a thing you want to. Putting in work, finishing the job,
success...” he trailed off.
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A monstrous black bruise covered his eye, and dozens of small
butterfly bandages dotted his face. David’s last fight had not gone
well. He landed two more jabs on his shadow opponent before
throwing an uppercut.

At the end of his last bout, David tried to console his mother, who
was sobbing uncontrollably at the sight of her wounded son. “I'm
fine, mom,” he said. She tried to inspect his cuts closer. “I'm fine,

I said!” The boy’s sudden burst of aggression forced his mother to
retreat back to the floor. “What that bastard did will never go away.
I’'m going to kill him!” To the boy’s dismay, his mother didn’t benefit
from his words. She only hugged her knees tighter and shifted a
silver ring between her fingers.

David could let go of much of what his stepfather had done. The
buckle-shaped welts on his back all healed with time. But nothing
would ever excuse going after his mother. She often remained a
bystander to the abuse, pleading with Blake to leave her son alone.
However, something had gone off in the burly man’s head the night
before.

“Stop it! Stop it now!” David’s mother begged. Her tone shifted, as
if she was building the courage to continue. “If you don’t stop now,
you can say goodbye to our marriage.”

Blake stopped, abruptly. He paused for a moment, and his face
went through an array of shock, disbelief, and finally, anger. Slowly,
the man turned towards his wife, who had resumed her sobs. He
unleashed his anger on her with a barrage of fists. The dim bulbs
above acted as a twisted spotlight on the situation that a bleeding
David was helpless to interfere in.

Lights. Screaming spectators. Two fighters. One ring. A belt.

David’s attention shifted to the hanging punching bag in the corner.
As he landed each shot on it, he only craved the fight more.
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“What that bastard did will never go away. I'm going to kill him!”
Finally, after neglecting to reapply his hand wraps, David’s hands
were completely exposed to the force of the bag. After a nasty right
hook to his competitor, David screamed in pain. He fell to his knees,
unable to bear the sharpness in his wrist. He sobbed. Through

his tears, the boy only saw one thing in the garage: a pair of worn
boxing gloves, hanging from his stepfather’s workbench. They had
been Blake’s father’s gloves before him.

“When you are old enough, I'll give ‘em to you, Davey,” Blake had
said. David hated that nickname. “There’s nothin’ like the feeling of
putting these bad boys to use. I can’t describe it. You'll know, when
you'’re older.”

David was disgusted; he did know the feeling. The savage desire to
harm weighed on him like a tumor. Slowly, he rose from the ring’s
floor, clutching the ropes strategically to pull his tired body from the
ground. He discarded his hand wraps in the trash and picked up the
forgotten toy car. David’s fight had already ended, and he had won
unanimously. He knew what to do, without having done a thing.
David hobbled back inside, where he found his mother.

“Let’s go.”

The boy and his mother walked past his sleeping step-father, who
had been knocked out by an opponent in a bottle.

“Where?” his mother asked.

“Forward.”

The two entered David’s mother’s car, a relic from before Blake.
They sat in silence for a moment, acknowledging what they were

about to do without a word. Then, with the turn of a key, they
headed west, leaving their shadows behind them.
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Malneirophrenia
Eliza Karnopp

Malneirophrenia

[the feeling of unease or unhappiness that comes from waking
up from a nightmare]

Grayish fog obscures everything I look at, flowing across the
ground and swirling around stumps and rocks and bushes in an
unsettlingly deliberate dance. The moisture condenses on the hairs
on my arms and legs and I shiver. I'm alone, last I checked, but I
almost feel like there’s something watching me from the shadows.
Shapes flicker in and out of my peripheral vision, blurry and
indistinct but definitely... there.

I start walking, hands tucked under my arms. The chill, while
mild, seems to pierce my skin and burrow deep into my bones--
leeching the warmth from my blood and the energy from my limbs.
It’s unlike anything I've ever felt before or ever want to feel again. I
hate it, and yet...

Something draws me in. Deeper into the misty twilight, until
suddenly, I'm amongst a forest of skeletal trees and jagged rocks
thrusting up into the sky. The silhouettes around my peripheral
vision start flickering closer, blurry not quite-eyes blinking at me
from the shadows. What happened to my backyard? I haven’t been
walking for that long. I should turn back. I should, I need to, I have
to turn back, but... I... I can’t. I can’t seem to move in any direction
but forwards. I know I should be scared, terrified even, but the only
thing I seem to be able to feel right now is a vague unease and a
pricking sort of sensation along my back.

A white deer bounds across the path in front of me, startling
me out of my stupor. I stop walking and look around me, shocked.
Where am I? I don’t recognize anything around me...

I make my way nervously towards one of the large stone
spires, trying to decide if it was my own panicked breathing that I
kept hearing, or something more malevolent. Where was I going
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a moment ago? Why do I suddenly really, really want to find out?
Why--

Wait.

That stone, that spire thrusting out of the earth like a broken
bone from bruised flesh, has... some sort of engraving on it. Names,
maybe? Scratched into the stone in rough, jagged handwriting that
overlapped and circled the stone unendingly.

Was this stone... Some sort of mass grave?

I stagger away from it, and turn and run. What could have
killed so many people here?Are all of the other spires gravestones
too?

I trip and stumble--pain rips through my leg as I flee, but I
don’t care. The pain helps. The pain keeps me lucid.

Where am I even running? I almost don’t care, as long as it gets
me away from the graves--but then I do.

Oh God, I do--
I--
I see--

Eyes, eyes so many eyes, staring and staring and I can’t move
I'm stuck and it has a mouth a gaping mouth with razor teeth and
I can’t move I'm stuck just standing as it gets closer and closer,
closer CLOSER I--

I am standing in my backyard once more, staring out into the
sunlit forest. I blink a couple times, then let out a shuddering sigh.
A dream. Or a hallucination. Thank God...

I shake my head firmly and turn back to my house, ignoring my
aching leg. 'm home, and I'm safe, and I want nothing more than to
collapse on my sofa and take a nap.

I stagger inside and do exactly that, only thinking to wonder
how I got a sprain moments before I drift to sleep.
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Alexander Kutza

I only realize I'm awake when my eyes are pried open with
rubber gloves. The first thing I see is the lamp towering over me.
The first thing I hear is the fly buzzing inside it.

“Now what happened to you, dear?” the nurse asks.
I can hear the popping of gum in my left ear.
I...Idon’t know. Where am I?

She doesn’t reply.

I try to move, but it’s as if I don’t have limbs. I try to look at her,
but all I can see is a blurry figure in the corner of my vision.

Am I paralyzed? 1 ask.
Still no reply.

It’s then I realize I can’t speak either, and that she wasn’t
expecting a response at all. An unpleasant stench reaches my
nose. The concrete slab beneath me digs into my spine. I'm not
in a hospital, and she isn’t a nurse—no, she’s not here to give me
reassuring words or bring me flowers. It’s much worse than that.

So this is what it’s like. This is how it ends. This is what it’s
like, and yet we go to such lengths to pretend otherwise. All these
fanciful stories we tell ourselves, all these lies.

“Open wide,” she says in a tone so smooth I feel like a little boy.
I wonder if it comforts her as much as it comforts me. The woman
shines a pen light down my throat, and finally I catch a glimpse of
her.

Plump cheeks, youthful eyes, glasses and blonde hair pulled
back off her face.

Suddenly I can answer her question.

A knock on my door, but I already heard you pull up in your
expensive truck. You were wearing the mittens I gave you, pale
pink, knitted with the same material as that coat you loved. You
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hugged me tentatively, and I felt a bulge in your purse.

I brought you to the table, and as we talked it seemed as if you
weren’t listening—as if your mind was trapped inside itself.

The snow fell outside, and the pond was frozen over. You never
took off your shoes, or your scarf, or your mittens. I assumed you
were cold, so I went to start a fire. When my back was turned, when
you didn’t have to look me in the face, I heard a click, the same
sound I heard last night right before I killed that rabbit, right before
I dragged it home for supper.

It went straight through my chest, and I think I saw it land
among the ashes. I collapsed, and you stood there for a moment,
watching me go, watching me suffer. Then you turned away. I saw
you smash the patio door with my hammer, the one I used this
morning to flatten down the loose floorboard you stubbed your toe
on last time, the one I planned to use to finish the boat I kept in
the garage that I hoped we could take to the lake when the weather
warmed up.

Your face was red, and you screamed, trembling. I wondered if
you thought of your husband while you smashed that glass.

I saw you knock things over and rummage through my drawers,
scooping valuables into your purse—not because you

wanted those things, for I know he gives you everything you
want, but to hide the filthiness of your actions. But would your
careful planning save you from yourself? Would it save you from
the image of my pool of blood? You’d go back to him, pretending
to be the lovely, the innocent, the virtuous, but how long can you
hide from this? I wonder if you got blood on your mittens. I wonder

which dumpster you threw them in on your way back to the city,
back

to your penthouse with your pretty paintings to fill your empty
walls. With the fluffy dogs you rescued, which you love showing off
to the other wives when you discuss charity work over tea.

Maybe you think getting rid of those mittens will get rid of me
too.
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“What have we here?”

The woman holds up a pair of tweezers, and in the lamp’s warm
light I can just make out a piece of pale pink fuzz pinched

inside. If my lips could move I would have grinned—would have
relished in the possibility of your destruction, laughing with malice
at your foolishness.

But maybe I'm the foolish one...foolish for thinking a patient
cabin man who likes to read by the glowing fire, and fish on

the rotting docks, and lie amongst the autumn leaves could
change a woman who knows only the money of an investment
banker. Foolish for trying to teach her a kind of love. Foolish for
thinking she wanted that. As my resentment subsides, I grow tired,
and, gradually,

I drift away.
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The Speech

Spencer Robinson

He left for his speech at five o’clock. On the gray asphalt, the two
black escorts moved like clockwork. Along the sides of the road,
throngs of adoring crowds jostled for a peek at the caravan. The
crowds, like everything, were scripted. Anything for the cameras.
They waved small red flags. Lines in the middle were connected by
a horizontal slash that cut the symbol in half, a fasces. The meaning
wasn’t lost. It meant unity. Unity behind the man in the escort.
Unity before the self. Unity at all costs.

Towering, sleek Art Deco buildings made the narrow
boulevard feel like a mausoleum. They disguised blocks upon blocks
of decrepit, crumbling buildings. Anything for the cameras that
loomed large on every corner, recording the event. The buildings
were empty. The people that could afford to live there were too
wealthy to want to. Banners of the speaker’s handsome masculine
face and flags 20 stories tall billowed in the wind. The blood-red of
the flag contrasting the blue morning sky. A foreboding warning of
things to come.

The escorts turn to a secluded alley next to a large blue
platform. He steps out of the car, the bodyguards holding a tight
formation. The speaker awkwardly walks up the stairs to the
podium. He stands there for a moment, taking it all in. Then, on
cue, the largest banners open behind his outstretched arms. The
crowd screams his name. A solitary man sits at an open window.
The rifle in his hands points out the window. A radio sits at his feet
and a sheet of paper lies in his lap. Even up here, he can hear the
speaker.

“Welcome to the new beginning of my great nation!” he
shouts. “The last of the Ununifiers are gone! When they were in
charge, I had to deal with savage attacks from the false news of the
Ununifying media!” He moves his hands like he’s conducting an
orchestra. “I don’t know how I made it 16 years with all their savage
attacks.” He holds for rousing applause. Of course, if they don’t
they're shipped off to the camps. “That is all gone now, my country

79



Robinson

has been cleansed of all impurities by the Watchdogs. Except for
two.”

Behind him, two political revolutionaries rise from the
ground. They are shackled in place.

The man in the tower’s breath catches in his throat.
Impossible! He checks the paper in his lap. This isn’t in the speech!
He wishes to intervene but the gun is not silenced and would give
no cover to his shot.

“Now, to end the last of them and save us once and for all.” A
bodyguard hands him a silenced pistol and sheet of paper. He turns
to the audience and reads. “The Ununifiers found in a Watchdog
raid are found guilty of publishing false news and sentenced to
death!” Looking away, he points his gun at the first in the line. “Any
last words?”

The man in the tower thinks. If I kill him now, I could save
the revolutionaries, but there won’t be any cover for my shot. The
bodyguards will probably still kill the revolutionaries and me.

The revolutionaries are mic’d. They want a good show. Her voice
rings out.“You madman, we are innocent of all charges! In my last
moments, I will not beg. I will become a martyr.” He fires a round
square into her forehead.

“Martyr for who?” he asks the corpse. The audience behind
him roars.

The man in the tower aims down his sights. He doesn’t care
he will probably die, this has to end now. Screw his mission. He’s
going to save the other revolutionary. He puts his finger on the
trigger. The man on stage moves to the other victim, a young man.
“How does it feel to see your friends die, along with your pitiful
movement?” The revolutionary stays silent, but he looks to the man
in the tower and shakes his head. The speaker fires three rounds
into the revolutionary’s chest. Blood flows out onto the stage.

The man in the tower pulls his finger off the trigger, slick
with sweat. The young senator knew he would die. He didn’t want
me to take the shot yet, he thinks.

The speaker moves back to the podium. He gestures to the
two corpses behind him. “The Ununifiers have been destroyed!” He
presses a button below the podium. Fireworks explode in the sky.
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The man in the tower aims down his sights once more. Inside his
telescopic scope, he aims at the speaker’s heart. This assassination
will serve as the ignition of a rebellion. He sees the speaker in detail
for the first time. His substantial stomach casts his pudgy legs in
shadow. His skin is an unnatural color and his suit and tie hang at
odd angles. His hair is but a wisp in the wind, contrasting the full
head of blond hair he is characterized as in the propaganda pieces
and portraits. The speaker is unrecognizable from the banner of a
masculine man in peak physical health behind him.

Snapping back to reality, the man in the tower hears
fireworks exploding. It’s time to take the shot. He places a shaky
finger on the trigger. He has waited for this moment for eight years.
The speaker steps back from the podium in a Jesus-like gesture.
Time seems to slow, a firework launches. The man in the tower fires.
Three cases clatter to the floor, the gun rams into the assassin’s
chest. He is a good shot, the bullets have struck true. The speaker
falls to the floor, his body twisted in awkward angles. Red blood
spills out on the sky blue stage. The crowd, seeing the speaker dead,
begins the revolution. Down on the street, the assassin can see
banners being torn down and clashes with armed guards.

Over the tops of the buildings, he sees the early morning sun
rising.
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Newspaper: The Death of Robert Weaven
Hailie Woodring

'HUMAN TAXIDERMY FOUND IN LOCAL BED AND
BREAKFAST!
October 16, 1959, Leeds
By: Gretchan Von Schwinn

On the evening of Friday, October 8, authorities searched
the workplace of Martia Bergstrom and were welcomed by some
horrendous sights.

Earlier that Monday, police received a tip about a Mr. Robert
Weaven, who had previously been reported missing. The tip had
seen Weaven and suggested he find a place to stay for the night.
With this information, authorities followed the route Weaven
allegedly took that day, and first came across a Bed & Breakfast.
Before entering, police questioned the neighboring homes. After
numerous interviews, they had found out that this Bed & Breakfast
never had any clientele, except for the night of Saturday, October 2.
Many neighbors stated they saw a young lad enter the lodgings at
approximately 10 in the evening. They also stated that they never
saw him exit. Was this something to investigate, or was this simply
an elongated stay?

Authorities soon entered the residence/workplace of Martia
Bergstrom. Martia was seen looking through some photos prior to
the entry of the officers. She appeared quite startled and, “Looked
as though she was caught doing something illegal.” While speaking
with Ms. Bergstrom, they noticed animals that had been expertly
stuffed. They also asked to see the photos she was looking through
and she refused. Noting the change in her voice, officers obtained
the photos themselves. The photos were of not only Mr. Weaven,
but of two other gentlemen who had been reported missing years
before. With this information, they apprehended Bergstrom and
searched the Bed & Breakfast later that day. They found the stuffed
bodies of Robert Weaven, Christipher Mulhollan, and Greggory
Temples. Police state that Mr. Weaven was indeed murdered the
night of entry, Saturday, October 2. Cyanide was also found inside

82



the home as well as traces in the bodies. This confirmed their
cause of death was ingesting cyanide. The taxidermy had also been
reported as occurring after their death. Organs were nowhere to be
found and authorities were stumped.

Before interrogation could take place, Martia Bergstrom was
found hanged in her cell. An autopsy was performed and traces of
Robert Weaven's organs were found in her stomach. It is believed
she was eating them throughout the week and that she did this with
her other victims as well. The motive for these brutal murders are
still unclear. Will we ever be able to get into this woman’s head?
Will the truth ever get out? Are there more troubled minds in our
city of Leeds? The answers to these questions may have died with
her.
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Concerning the Curiosity of Cat's Cradle

Abby Kate Evans
American Voices Nominee

Cat’s Cradle was what we called the little hollow about a
look-see down the way, past the horse pastures and around the
pond. It was a little shack, wood rottin’ to the wind and rain, nestled
deep in a holler, where we could talk on our hike down and you
could hear it all the way across to the other side of the valley. No
one ever knew about our little corner, no adults anyway. We kept
it to ourselves as a place where we children could shout and play
as much as we very well wanted, free from their rules and all-too-
watchful eye.

Big Sis was the first one to find the place. She said she heard
meowin’ in the woods and found a mama cat, one with a great big,
swollen tummy, and she followed it all the way down to the shack.
She got all the rest of us and led us down there, and a couple days
later Buttercup gave birth to a litter of five kittens. That’s where
the name Cat’s Cradle came from. That, and the game, of course.
Out of all us sisters, though, I was the only one that couldn’t make
the ladder. We would sit with string between our fingers and they’d
hold my hands and force ‘em into all the shapes but I never could
do it.

Mary Ann was real good at it, though. She made ladders and
brooms and cups and saucers, all sorts of shapes in her hands. She
was the first one to discover what little misfortune was hauntin’
our little Cat’s Cradle. One day she finished up her chores early
and headed on down before the rest of us. When me and the others
headed down, we decided to make leaf piles. It was fall, y’know, and
jumpin’ into leaf piles was all the fun we wanted at the time. Mary
Ann protested and fought, then gave in but said we couldn’t use
leaves that were in the shack. We found that weird. The shack had a
roof, why would there be leaves inside? So Big Sis and the rest of us
forced our way in and she nosed through the leaves and found the
limp, stiff body of a kitten at the bottom.

They didn’t let me see it, but I heard Dolly sayin’ it was bent
at all these weird angles and Barbara was yellin’ at her to quit it so
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she didn’t scare me. Big Sis got ‘em all to hush up and we forgot
about the leaves and went back to playin’ with the string and askin’
Mary Ann to show us new tricks. She would work her magic with
the other girls but my fingers still fumbled and ran into each other
and made knots and twists.

Caroline was the next, though we were all headin’ down as
a group this time, tramplin’ down into the holler with heavy feet
and loud, screamin’ voices, some of us runnin’ around like chickens
with our heads cut off. Ellie Mae would scold us and Barbara would
catch us by the arms and make me and Dolly and Caroline walk with
her for a bit, until Big Sis or Mary Ann laughed and told her to let
us go. Caroline broke free and started runnin’ about again, but real
quick she tripped head over foot on some hidden root right when we
were gettin’ close to Cat’s Cradle. She shrieked and flailed her hands
and popped right up, pointin’ at somethin’ yellow and rough on the
ground. Nothin’ was left of that kitten but the pelvis and a couple
tail vertebrae, still stickin’ together through cartilage.

After that, Caroline was real weird about us runnin’ around
in the holler and made us walk real careful next to her and Ellie Mae
and Barabra, but me and Dolly listened real well. We didn’t wanna
stumble upon any of them other kittens, so we stayed in line and
watched ourselves real nice and good every time after that.

Barbara was in love with one of the kittens, a little black tom
cat with great big green eyes. She called ‘im Rudy and he’d sit on her
lap while she played string games and try to follow her home at the
end of the day. She would always scold ‘im gently and pick ‘em up
by the scruff and carry ‘im back to the mama cat, but Rudy caught
on to that trick eventually. He followed us sneaky one day, hidin’
in the bushes and the weeds until we got to the pastures. The sun
was settin’ and we were hungry for dinner, so when we finally saw
‘im in the open fields we didn’t wanna wait for Barbara to carry ‘im
back the whole way and said she could just sneak ‘im in the house.
He followed us about halfway through the pasture before he started
fallin’ behind and trippin’ on thistles, then one of the red tail hawks
swooped down and not even Barbara could carry ‘im back after that.
We found the hawk pellet in a different field a week later.

Still Barbara doesn’t like birds now, thinks they’re all mean
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and scary like that one hawk. She would always be weird and hop
around like someone was shootin’ at her feet when other hawks or
owls showed up, clingin’ to our arms lookin’ for protection. Mary
Ann sat her down one day and showed her how to make a spider
web outta the string, and then told her to hold it up at the birds

so if they tried to take her, they’d get caught up and couldn’t do
anything.

Dolly was wilder than the rest of us and wouldn’t really sit
down to play string games longer than 10 or so minutes before
gettin’ up and venturin’ about the place. Her favorite thing to do
was just wander, and she’d wander til she found somethin’ good
then show it to all of us cuz she was just so excited about what
she’d found. She got up and ran off into the woods when the berries
started growin’ in the late fall, only to come trottin’ back real soon.
She’d found another one, dead as a doorknob, by a holly bush.

Ellie Mae was a real mom type. Barbara was a nag, but Ellie
Mae had a kindness to her that made her worryin’ more tolerable.
She also seemed a lot more knowin’ than Barbara, ‘cuz she liked to
sew and cook and knew first aid did everythin’ she could to keep us
up and runnin’ right. If Ma and Pa weren’t there, I think Ellie Mae
prolly coulda pulled us through with just her own two hands. When
the last kitten got a sneeze come winter time, we thought Ellie Mae
could save it. She let it drink hot water and wouldn’t let it play too
much. She would rub its fur backwards to warm it up. But nothin’
worked still, and we lost the last one in the first week of December
when breathin’ simply got too hard for it.

Big Sis still did her best to go to Cat’s Cradle every day in the
winter. All through to February she went, no matter how cold it was,
even though the rest of us wanted to stay curled up by the fire and
wouldn’t go along. Around Valentine’s there was a snow, a real bad
one, and Ma didn’t let her outside that night. By the time it melted
enough to be let to play, it’d been a good few days since we’d seen
mama cat. Big Sis went out as soon as she could and later in the day
we all decided we should go say hey too, only to find Big Sis sittin’
on a stump with her head in her hands, and mama cat in the corner
of the shack with her fur locked in ice.

Years went and passed and no more cats moved into Cat’s
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Cradle. We would still go down and play as children but we all grew
up and went our own ways eventually. Ma and Pa had to move

in with Ellie Mae so she could take care of ‘em and I moved back

to the farm, bringin’ with me a young boyfriend I met at my city
college. He looked at photo albums and pictures hangin’ on the wall,
snoopin’ through the old diaries left behind by me and my sisters,
and eventually found Cat’s Cradle. I took ‘im down to the holler that
day, and we sat down on the logs and I taught ‘im how to put that
string around his fingers and loop it back and forth between ‘em,
but I still couldn’t quite get them patterns right. We laughed and
played and went venturin’ in the woods, past the holly bushes and
runnin’ up on the hills of the valley, comin’ back all excited at what
we’d found. We chased each other like squirrels in the late fall’s
leaves until I tripped on a root, scrapin’ my knee and makin’ ‘im
help me up and sit down with me. As he swiped dirt off my pants, I
snatched his wrist and told ‘im to hush up real fast.

From the shack, there came a meowing, soft and weak. We
got up, forgettin’ about my knee, and walked straight for the little
wooden hovel. Inside, a kitten suckled at the tummy of a big, fat
mama cat. So from that day on we went down to Cat’s Cradle every
day, watchin’ after the mama and her baby, and I grew patient
enough to learn how to make ladders and brooms and cups and
saucers and he made them right along with me. I don’t know what
changed about that cursed little hollow but the critters there play
with us now, thrivin’ even in the winter time and stayin’ healthy
through the years we’ve been here. The whole place seems livelier
somehow, like some sort of lovin’ blessin’ was placed on this here
home, and all of the world could feel it.
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Family Business
Rachel Hahn

Rust-tipped spades chipped away at a solid sheet of ice. The
first snowfall had come early, making Ender’s duty even more
challenging. With a labored thrust, his shovel broke the barrier,
meeting the soft white powder below. He brushed a coiled lock from
his eyes and stared down his brother.

“Where did you hide the body?”

“Shouldn’t you have asked me that before you tried so hard to
break the ice?” Radaka answered his brother, leaning against his
own shovel stuck through the earth.

“Where is it?” Ender asked again through gritted teeth. Their
voices rested on the air, aided by the insulation of the snow.
The moon reflected off the ice, giving just enough light to see
underneath the great fading pine tree.

“How should I know?” Radaka asked, throwing his hands up in
defense.

“You’re the one who buried her!” Ender shot back.
“And you're the one who killed her!”

“He killed the wrong her,” Xolua chimed in from her own spot
underneath the tree. She yanked her shovel from the ice and dug
again. “Now both of you shut up and look for a 2 foot wide patch of
dirt beneath the snow.”

“Sor-ry,” Ender grumbled to himself. “How many other
red-haired serial killers pass under the south bridge at 3 in the
morning?”

“At least one, apparently,” Radaka answered.

It had been too easy really. Ender had sat perched on the low
support of the bridge and waited. At three a.m. exactly, their target
appeared alone wearing a long plum trench coat. Murdered her
entire family for money a year ago and got away with it, too. When
she walked right under Ender, he leapt and, with a near perfect and

89



Hahn

silent landing, slit her throat. It had been quick, but not painless.

The family had been tasked with defending Hawage centuries
ago. The blood of sinners alone sustained her. You could call it a
religion, a cult even, but without her, the earth would indisputably
split in two. They justified it easily; saving the world itself was worth
a life that claimed others’. Xolua designated the targets, Radaka
lured them out, and Ender, with the sacred name of their ancestors,
finished the tasks. This wasn’t the siblings’ first kill, but their first
mistake.

This ceremony was untraditional anyway. Each body was to
be buried fresh, a reverent gift and sacrifice to Hawage. None of
their gifts had ever been taken back; precision, accuracy was born
into each of the siblings. Each month, Xolua brings the case of her
chosen target in front of the tree to decide their fate. In drawing her
blood and offering it, she signs her name to her decision. Should the
great pine tree accept, the hunt begins.

Crisp wind ripped through the forest, dropping wilted brown
needles from the great pine tree that kissed the ice. The evergreen
was slowly fading to burnt beige. Xolua raised her head from the
frozen earth. “She stirs,” she said with a smile. “Quickly now, mind
the roots.” Ender, Radaka and Xolua dug with more urgency, but
every time the ice was broken and the snow was cleared, they found
undisturbed grass rather than tilled dirt.

“Did you have to dig a vertical grave instead of a normal one?”
Ender asked, growing increasingly more frustrated. “We’d have a lot
better chance at finding it if it was six feet long.”

“You know as well as I do that helicopters look for 6 foot
graves,” Radaka shot back.

“Mother would have both of your tongues for disrupting the
ceremony,” Xolua snapped.

“Wait, I found it,” Radaka whispered. Xolua and Ender pulled
their spades from the ice and cautiously slid over to their brother.

“Bingo,” Ender whispered back.
“We haven’t much time, start digging,” said Xolua. The three
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shovels struck the earth in near perfect unison from the years

of practice. An earth shaking groan escaped the great pine tree,
obscuring the frozen dirt beneath the snow. After much effort, the
siblings reached the first body: the neighbors’ cat stabbed through
the chest. The ‘missing cat’ poster had been up for nearly a week,
they even helped the neighbors look for it on a few separate days.
Ender pulled it out of the grave by the tail, its body completely stiff
and blood dried like frozen rain. It was never a cute pet anyway;
its fur was matted even before Ender snatched it off the back deck
and drove his pocket knife through its heart. It barely had time

to screech. He tossed it to the side, sending it spinning like an ice
dancer several feet away.

Just a foot lower lay the woman Ender slaughtered. Radaka
unlatched the rope hanging from his belt and wrapped it around the
woman’s neck and underneath her arms. He handed one end of the
rope to his brother and, after squatting to the ground, they heaved
the woman out of the earth. Xolua grabbed the woman’s waist when
it became visible above ground and lifted with her brothers. Her
beautiful plum coat remained painted in her own blood, her skin
a sickly blue from the lack of oxygen and the surplus of cold. Her
hair protruded from her skull like shards of glass, and the eyes lay
blatantly open but unseeing. Chunks of flesh had been torn from her
body; the tree had originally accepted their gift and consumed bits
and pieces, but was now dying from their poisonous error. They let
the dead weight drop, shattering the ice underneath the tree.

The evergreen creaked and moaned, dropping more wasted
needles. Thick roots leapt out of the hole and, snaking their way
around Ender’s throat, snapped his neck and drug him into the
grave headfirst. The dirt filled the remaining space automatically
and the great pine ceased its groaning.

Xolua fell to her knees before the tree, bringing her last
remaining brother down with her. She bowed her head and placed
her bare palms against the sheet of ice beneath her. “Mother
Hawage,” she began, “we have poisoned you with the blood of
the incorrect sinner. Accept our offering of brother Ender, sinner
against you alone. Give us the strength to be your defenders, and
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you our mother.” She fumbled for a shard of ice and dragged it
across her hand, drawing her life blood. Then she flipped it over,
pressed her palm into the earth and drew slow, concentrated circles
with it, sealing in her offering.

The tree accepted it, sending her blood trickling through the ice,
through the snow and dirt deep down into her roots. Brown, wilted
needles were replaced by vibrant emerald instead, the tree inhaling
life itself. Under the great pine tree, surrounded by their discarded
spades, the bloodied cat, the murdered sinner, and the grave of her
youngest brother, Xolua sighed in relief.
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A Child's Imagination
Hannah Jung

At three-years-old:

I had a teddy bear named Eddy the Teddy. He was a birthday
gift from Mommy and Daddy, and he was my very best friend!

Eddy and I went everywhere together! We woke up together, we ate
breakfast together, and we asked Mommy if we could play outside
together. That’s when we chose what we wanted to do that day.
Sometimes, we went to the moon, and we swam through the air and
collected the stars as they zoomed by. Or, we went to the mountains
and touched the clouds after we climbed the rock face with our bare
hands! Or, we scampered through the forest, befriended the fairies
living in the flowers, and gifted them drops of dew!

Mommy and Daddy liked it when I played with Eddy. They
enjoyed hearing about our adventures, and that made me happy.
My mommy patted me on the head and said, “You’re such an
imaginative child.”

I didn’t know what "imaginative" meant, so I asked Mommy
about it. "Imaginative" means I'm good at making stuff up in my
head. She said that being "imaginative" is a good thing.

At five-years-old:

It was my first day in kindergarten, and I was scared seeing
all of the new faces. My parents didn’t want me to bring him, but I
took Eddy with me. The teacher told me that I would have to keep
him in my cubby until recess which made me sad, but at snack
time, I met this nice girl who likes dinosaurs. She had this big book
that she liked to study. She knew big words like Pterodactyl or
Tyrannosaurus rex. Her favorite was the Triceratops because she
thought it was cute, and I thought so, too.

I told her about my adventures with Eddy and showed
him to her. She thought he was sweet. I asked her if she wanted
to have an adventure with us, and she did! But, when I asked her
where she wanted to go, she said she didn’t know. When I asked
her what she wanted to do, she didn’t know, again. So, I came up
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with an adventure, and we swam through brightly colored coral
as we hid from the giant, scary water dinosaurs from her books. It
was fun, and we laughed a lot, but I felt like I had to come up with
everything. I asked her about it because it didn’t feel right.

She shrugged. “I guess you're more imaginative.”

I guessed she was smarter than me, then. She knew big
words like Pterodactyl, Tyrannosaurus rex, Triceratops, and
imaginative, even without asking her mommy.

At 11-years-old:

I don’t carry Eddy to school anymore. I'm too old for that
now. Now, I read books about warriors and magic and war. I
believe they're called YA books. I am in fifth grade, my final year of
elementary school, and I can’t wait to be a big kid in middle school
next year!

Maybe a month or so ago, my teacher told us about a writing
competition. I liked making up stories, so I wanted to join. The only
requirement was to stay under 1,000 words, which seemed pretty
easy. One thousand words is a lot, so it shouldn’t be hard to stay
under it, right? I was wrong there. I wanted to say so much more
than 1,000 words. I wrote about an alien who came down to Earth
to study human nature. The human who finds him tries to teach the
alien about the social norms of humans. The funny part is that the
alien just can’t understand because, from an outside perspective,
human behavior is actually pretty weird, isn’t it? Like how we prefer
one hand over the other, or how we work ourselves to the bone just
to do nothing during retirement, or how we sometimes do things we
don’t want to do just because others tell us we should.

For example, I had a friend who played piano. He didn’t like
it, but he practiced every day. Everyone said he was great at it. I've
been to one of his concerts, and his teacher and parents praised him
for how hard he worked and how he hit the notes just right.

In my opinion, his performance was lackluster. I couldn’t
judge him for how his music sounded; I'm no piano maestro, but
he introduced himself in a monotone voice before playing. Then
he trudged to the bench and slumped before the keyboard. His
face was as flat as the expression of his music. The performance
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screamed that he didn’t want to be there. The complete and utter
lack of passion in his being as he played sapped all the magic out
of the performance. I can’t enjoy a performance if the musician
himself isn’t enjoying it.

“Why do you play if you hate it so much?” I asked one day.

“Because my parents make me.”

I thought that was dumb. Why would someone’s parents
make their kid do something he obviously hated? “How long will
you keep playing?” I asked.

He made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat.
“Until college, I guess. Then I'll just drop it.” That confused me, too.
How could he stick with something that he hated for that long and
then just drop it? Anyway, he was the inspiration for my story. I felt
like the alien trying to interpret his weird human behavior, and I
just couldn’t.

When the contest results came out, I won a prize! My story
was published in a magazine along with the other winners, and I got
$150 which I put in my piggy bank. My teacher praised my piece
saying how refreshing it was that I was analyzing human behaviors
and questioning societal norms at such a young age. I didn’t think
that much about it. I just wanted to write about aliens and funny
things humans do.

At 14-years-old:

I endured my last year of middle school, and I was sure I
wouldn’t miss it. Between acne, hormones, and health classes that
told both way too much information and not enough information,
there was very little that I thought I would miss. Except for maybe
one thing.

That year, I took my first creative writing class, and I fell
in love. Now, I’d never been a bad student but something about
creative writing made me want to enjoy myself. Before long, I
branched off from crafting purely fantasy works and looked into
some of the classics and their commentary.

Sometimes my friends saw me with a copy of Frankenstein
or The Picture of Dorian Gray and called me a nerd, as friends
do. They didn’t seem to understand my fascination with the old-

95



Jung

fashioned, hard-to-read diction of the classic novels, but they never
seemed to mind my ramblings on them anyways. Most of them
didn’t even mind when I asked them to read a piece I wrote, no
matter how choppy it sounded.

However, despite how much I appreciated my friends, I still
felt a slight emptiness to their responses. They became yes-men
when I asked for their opinions on my writing. They told me what
I wanted to hear instead of offering constructive criticism. Once, I
asked a friend of mine to look over a 10,000 word piece of which I
was quite proud. Not even five minutes later, he replied, “It’s good.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have acted so hypocritically, though.
I'm also guilty of feigning interest in my friends’ hobbies simply in
order to satiate their need for validation. And, despite it being fake,
I've truly felt validated by their efforts. I guess it doesn’t matter if
it’s genuine as long as I believe so.

At 17-years-old:

Toward the beginning of my senior year, everyone expressed
worry about college admissions. It couldn’t have been healthy to
live off of caffeine and granola bars the way I had been, but essays
called for my attention and homework beckoned.

Of course, the impending doom and excitement of college
life ahead of us begged the question: in what would we major? My
boyfriend chose biochemistry with hopes of becoming a doctor.
Another wanted to go into electrical engineering while yet another
friend was interested in business and finance. They all selected safe,
academic, proud to-tell-your-mama majors. The atmosphere of the
room where my friends and I had gathered took a shift at my turn:

“I kinda wanna major in creative writing.”

I detected a moment of hesitation before choruses of “That’s
cool”s and “That should be interesting”s filled the room. They all
sported awkward smiles and sugar coated responses. Finally, one
friend became brave:

“Don’t you wanna try for something more... ya know,
profitable?”

A timid harmony of agreements murmured through the
room. I awkwardly laughed off the sentiment and tried to steer the
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conversation away to something safer.

I decided to major in psychology.

The next month, my boyfriend broke up with me when he found out
that I didn’t apply to his preferred college.

At 22-years-old:

I finally graduated from college. I wasn’t summa cum laude
or anything special, though. I was just another speck in a sea of
academic regalia and tassels.

As we sat through the speeches of our alumni, I gripped
the $80,000 piece of paper for which I worked for four years and
contemplated what was to come. There wasn’t much to consider. I
had a counseling internship that I found quite pleasant, and I would
likely stay with that institution for as long as I possibly could. It felt
safe and secure and I didn’t have any other particular ambitions.

The “inspirational speaker” spouted her litany of cliches.
“Go out there! Take big risks! The greater the risk, the greater
the reward! You guys are a unique generation, and you need to
experience life in a unique way!”

I decided that I was completely comfortable with
experiencing life exactly how I was expected: boring and simple.

At 38-years-old:

After several backstabbing boyfriends and garbage
girlfriends, I finally found my faithful wife of 10 years now. We are
happily married with a beautiful three-year-old son. We have a
comfortable two-story house in the suburbs and a small garden in
our backyard. It’s the picture perfect life.

Except it’s not. We're swimming in debt. It’s getting harder
to keep up with the mortgage as well as all the other bills. With my
job as a counselor and my wife’s job as an English teacher, we don’t
make the highest of incomes. And here’s the kicker: our son has
leukemia. He entered Stage 4 a while ago, and the doctors say his
days are numbered. The heavy hospital bills certainly don’t lighten
the financial or emotional burden, either.

I just got off of work to visit Max at the hospital with my
wife. Both of them are worsening by the day. I don’t remember the
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last time my wife smiled. Hell, I don’t remember the last time I felt
anything but numb.

After I checked in at the hospital, I headed up to my son’s
room with a feeling of dread I couldn't shake. My wife was already
waiting there listening to the doctor ramble on about his condition.
I tried to tune into the conversation, but all I could gather from
their interactions was my wife’s utter distress as the doctor spewed
medical jargon. I snapped to attention when the doctor declared
that my son could die at any minute. Yet, I chose to tune out of their
interaction.

Instead, I opted for plopping down in the chair at my son’s
bedsside. I observed him as he slept for a bit. A familiar teddy bear
was wrapped up in his arms as he rested. My mother found it a
couple months ago in some cardboard boxes in the attic. I gave it to
him so he wouldn’t feel as alone in the hospital environment, and it
seemed that he’d taken a liking to it.

I gently grasped Max's tiny hand in mine and watched as his
eyes slowly fluttered open. I asked him how he felt. His big, empty
eyes stared into my soul.

“I'm scared.”

Unsure of how to comfort him, I simply rubbed circles into
the back of his hand. He kept his gaze on me. “Can you tell me a
story?”

I startled. He’d never made a request like that before.
Searching for inspiration in the barren hospital room, I finally set
my sights on the ratty teddy bear in my son’s arms.

As nostalgia overcame me, I recited stories of a young boy
and a stuffed bear wandering the universe together. They leapt
great heights in the moon’s low gravity to catch the stars zooming
by in jars like little fireflies! They scaled mountains like goats and
fought ferocious mountain lions tooth and nail just to taste the
fluffy sweetness of the clouds above! They befriended the magical
woodland creatures and gave them human sweets in exchange for
little forest tokens like perfect little acorns or exotic mushrooms.

And, despite his silence, Max seemed calmer. The corners
of his mouth turned up as his eyes crinkled ever so slightly. Then
his eyelids fluttered shut, and he rested easy once more. Happy to
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have filled those anxious eyes rather than tears and regrets, with a
moment of adventure, I relaxed.

Then, a machine behind me pulsed with frantic beeping
noises.

Nurses and the doctor rushed back into the room.
Frantically, my wife turned to them in hopes of a solution. The looks
on their faces told us everything we needed to know.

My wife was inconsolable when we heard the flatline.

Hours later after the chaplain visited and they took Max
away, we headed home. After we arrived, my wife and I headed into
separate rooms in order to get ourselves together. Oddly enough, I
hadn’t broken down and cried like my wife. I simply felt this thing
festering in my chest like a red-hot blade pressing into my gut or a
giant hand squeezing my rib cage. Not knowing what to do with this
feeling, I picked up a traditional pencil and a notebook and wrote.

I poured it onto the page, poking holes into my overcrowded skull
and spilling my emotions onto that piece of paper. I didn’t notice
my tears until I saw them fall onto the paper and watched the pages
soften. Finally, hours later, I felt drained. I took a deep breath and
set the notebook aside for the moment. Seeing it amongst the things
I brought back from the hospital, I grabbed the teddy bear and

held it close to my chest. Eddy wanted to take me on an adventure
tomorrow.
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American Voices Nominee

When I was four years old, my mother sent me off to China to
live with my grandparents. Before I left with the flight attendant
to the plane, my mother gifted me two things to make herself feel
better about sending her child to a foreign country: a cheaply made
pink Hello Kitty backpack and a small rounded dessert, light pink
in color and dusted with white powder. “Wangjing, this is mochi, a
Japanese dessert.” She placed the intricately wrapped sweet in my
hands. “I think you’ll like it,” she smiled. “See you soon!” We waved
goodbye, and then just like that, she was gone.

I sat in the seat of the airplane next to the flight attendant from
before. She asked me when I was going to come back to America.
She asked me if I would like water or juice. She asked about mom.
She asked a lot of questions. During the flight, I studied the dessert
that my mom had gifted me. It was beautiful, wrapped in detailed
paper and looked like a fluffy pillow that you could stay in forever.
But as you bit in, the pillow fought back trying to guard the sweet
filling inside. If you stopped fighting against it for just a moment,
it would turn into a trap, making you choke on its soft layer. As I
chewed on the mochi, I allowed the fight in my mouth to distract
me as I left for my journey.

When I was seven years old, I begged my grandmother
for a plastic desk drawer to store all of my valuables inside. To
purchase it, we drove to the city for three hours, since Waipo, my
grandmother, lived in the countryside. “Jing Jing, how did you find
out about this shop? It’s so nice! It looks like the shops they have in
America,” Waipo exclaimed as we entered the store.

“My friends at school tell me they go here with their parents all
the time!” I responded. Waipo and I looked around the store before
finding the desk drawer. I waited as Waipo examined it and checked
the price. “Oh, no, I'm sorry, Jing Jing. I don’t think we can buy
this, it’s out of our budget,” Waipo sighed, shaking her head. She
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glanced away sadly, then looked back at me again. “Don’t worry,
Jing Jing, your mother lives in America and sees shops like these all
the time. When she comes back, she’ll bring you anything you want
and more. Maybe you’ll even get a chance to go to America!” Waipo
said. I remember smiling, trying to not seem sad in front of Waipo.
I wished that mom would come back sooner. I wished she would
take Waipo and me far far away to America where we didn’t have
to sell any more steamed buns, and could buy all the plastic desk
drawers in the world. I wanted her to come back so much it hurt,
but I couldn’t help but think that she never would. But then one
day, she did.

“What’s wrong, Waipo?” I said quickly, grabbing a bag of
dried raisins off the shelf. Waipo and I were at the corner store
down the street run by Mr. Wang. He would give us the occasional
discount when he was feeling nice, and not engrossed in the latest
government conspiracy theories. This week, the government was
trying to poison us by planting toxic robotic bugs among the crops.

“Wangjing, are you almost done? I need to prepare the tang
yuan for the Lunar Festival tonight. There’s going to be a special
visitor,” she responded with excitement.

“Oh right, I'm sorry, I'm done. Did you make the dough yet?
And get the peanuts for the filling? And the sugar? I can get it for
you if you want.”

“Yes. Yes. And yes. Such a worrier like your mother was.” She
laughed and smiled sweetly, patting my head gently.

I gave the raisins to my grandma to pay, and waited outside.
Another year without mom I guess, I thought to myself. It had
been eleven years since I last saw her, and besides a few parcels of
junk and letters, I haven’t even heard from her since. Nothing had
changed since the first time I had arrived in China. Waipo and I still
lived in the village, in a small two story building that looked as if it
was stuck in the past. The whole town embodied that atmosphere
with the same old ladies that would sit and gossip on the bamboo
chairs, the worn down buildings, the graffiti on the wall, and
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the stray animals wandering the streets. The only thing that had
happened was a few years ago, Xiaoyi, my youngest aunt, moved
back into our house after her husband left for America. I used to
ask her all the time when everyone would come back home, hoping
to finally get to know mom face to face instead of through letters.
Xiaoyi would always give me the same response every time. When
they finally wake up from their dream, she would say, when they
finally realize.

“Let’s go!” Waipo said, walking out the store.
I force a smile, and walk back with her to our house.

The process of making tang yuan was one full of effort and
dedication. Maybe that was why it was used in the Lantern Festival.
Family connection and reunion celebrated with a food made with
pure love. Though it was easy to make the dough with store bought
sweet rice flour, my grandma liked to do it the traditional way. The
sweet glutinous rice was soaked for hours, then tediously ground,
wrung out with a cloth, and left to rest for hours to finally complete
the dough for the outer layer. Waipo would crush up peanuts that
she would roast herself, mixing in sugar, oil, and a secret ingredient
to form the filling inside. It’s like mochi, but served like a soup in
water, and was presented when family members got together, not
when they went away.

I watched as Waipo took the dough out, and kneaded it on the
tiny kitchen counter. I took the cold filling out of the worn fridge,
taking pieces to roll into balls. Waipo would then take pieces of
dough, roll it out, and place the filling inside. Usually my xiaoyi
would be there to help out, but she was picking up the special guest.
“Make the filling smaller,” Waipo instructed.

“So, Waipo, who is coming tonight?” I asked, fixing the ball I
rolled out.

“Jing Jing, stop asking, I'm not going to ruin it by telling you.
It’s a surprise!” Waipo responded, smiling.

“Come on, not even one hint! Maybe Mr. Wang was right, and

the government did replace you with an advanced android. What
have you done with my Waipo, and what do you want from me!” I
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joked, holding up a long piece of dough like a baseball bat.

“Wow, I sure am. Why don’t you hurry up and set up the
lanterns before the guest comes? Do it fast or I might send the
robotic bugs after you!” Waipo laughed.

I hurried upstairs to my room to look for the paper lanterns
that I made. I opened the drawers, and scanned through all the
disorganized papers and clutter. Just as I had found the lanterns, I
spotted an envelope. Must be old, I thought. A small crinkled piece
of paper fell out as soon I opened it. I knew exactly what it was. It
was the wrapper from the mochi that my mom had given me so
many years ago. I had completely forgotten about keeping it here. I
guess little Wangjing still had some hope in Mom.

Hours passed before I had completed setting up the lanterns.
They cast a warm glow outside, and made the cold Fuzhou air seem
kind and even inviting. I could smell the mouth watering scents of
the meal that grandma was cooking for the family dinner, smells
of chicken cooked in red glutinous rice wine, and fish coated in
soy sauce and ginger. The house looked cozy and lively, not like
the usual crowded atmosphere. I was watching the gently falling
snow when a familiar white car pulled up in front of the house. Two
people got out of the car carrying luggage and bags. I rushed outside
in excited anticipation.

“Hey Janie,” a woman said, smiling big. Her face carried a
joyful glow, but I wasn’t sure if it was from the lanterns or not,
because underneath that I could tell that she was tired. Her black
hair was tied up into a rough bun, her face bearing the signs of age.
She carried big bags with American flag designs all over them. “It’s
Mom!” “What?” I responded back, my voice
shaking a bit.

“It’s me, your mom! I have missed you so much!” She
exclaimed, pulling me close into a tight hug. I didn’t know what to
do. I didn’t even know what to think. She was back? All those years,
waiting for her to visit and to see her, and I don’t even know what to
say. “I got this for you, and I also have some exciting news to share
today at dinner.” She smiled, and placed a big stuffed animal into
my arms. It was a bald eagle holding an American flag in its mouth.
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“Thank you,” I stuttered out, holding the eagle tighter.

Waipo called from inside, “Huying, come in, and see your old
ma. You must be so cold. Hurry up, the food is ready!”

“She hasn’t changed one bit,” Mom laughed, hurrying inside.

As Waipo and Xiaoyi brought dish after dish to the table, Mom
and I sat at the table. I tapped my feet nervously, trying to look
away.

“Wow, nice job on the lanterns, Janie! Waipo told me that you
have been working on those for a while. They look wonderful,” Mom
said.

“Thank you. My name is Wangjing though,” I responded.

“Oh silly me, I forgot to tell you about your English name. Don’t
you like it? I thought of it on the plane ride here. Janie Lee. Has a
nice ring to it, don’t you think?” I stare blankly into the distance.
“Anything else going on? Any boys?” She laughed.

“NO_”

“Oh okay.” She laughs tensely. “Oh, food’s here!”

“Yeah.”

Waipo brought the last dish to the table, a roasted duck laid
on top of a bed of chopped lettuce. “This was your favorite when
you were little, Huying,” Waipo said smiling. Xiaoyi brought out
the tangyuang in a pot with a ladle. Waipo and Xiaoyi finally sat
down at the table, and we all started pecking at the food with our
chopsticks.

“So, how’s America? The restaurant doing well? Where’s
Wangjing’s father, I thought he was finally going to come?” Xiaoyi
asked.

“Yeah, yeah. It’s good. We're getting by. Wangjing’s father is at
work, people have been quitting left and right, ” Mom replied, filling
her bowl with soup.

“Oh, I'm sorry to hear that.”
“It’s alright, it was always going to be hard.”
“Well, is that why it took so long? For you to visit?” Waipo
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asked. Mom nodded.

“How come not even a single visit? Poor Wangjing doesn’t even
know who her mother is,” Xiaoyi said.

“I tried, okay? You know with the packages and everything.
Plane tickets are expensive. Maybe you would understand if you
would actually get out of this town,” Mom answered defensively.
Waipo shot mom a stern glare. “Sorry, I'm just tired,” Mom sighed.

“Well, what about that news you were going to share?” I asked,
trying to change the subject. “Oh right, thank you for reminding
me!” Mom smiled, “I know that this trip was meant to be a surprise
visit for the festival, but I am excited to say that I'm bringing
Wangjing back to America with me!” Waipo, Xiaoyi, and I looked at
each other in complete shock.

“Wait, what, Huying?” Waipo asked, confused.

“Don’t worry, Ma! I have everything planned out. I have already
called the schools, the restaurant is finally steady, and we just put
the money down for an apartment! Plus, I told Wangjing already
about her new English name —Janie. How wonderful!” Mom smiled
big.

“Are you kidding me right now? Huying, you are out of your
mind. This is such an important decision, and you didn’t even tell
us? She is not going with you,” Waipo shot back.

“I thought you would be happy, you've told me before how bad
the schools are becoming here. Janie deserves better! You haven’t
even heard her thoughts yet!”

Everyone stared down at the table at me. I knew that whatever
I said I would disappoint someone, but as I looked at Mom and
Waipo, it was so different. In Waipo, I saw the person who would
comfort me after a bad day, the one who was there. Mom was
completely different. She stood on top of a mountain with the riches
and American flags, while I stood at the bottom desperately trying
to get a hold of her. She was always what I wanted, what I would’ve
spent years trying to chase after, but did I really want to leave
behind my home for her? Leave behind Waipo, Xiaoyi, Mr. Wang,
all those who have watched me grow up, to live with a stranger that
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abandoned me? That lied to me? That gave up on me?

“Mom, I don’t want to go with you,” I finally said after moments
of silence. Relief swept past the faces of Waipo and Xiaoyi.

“Why? This will be wonderful, Janie! You, Dad, and I are finally
going to become a family again!” Mom laughed tensely.

“My name isn't Janie. I don’t care about America. I care about
what I have here. Xiaoyi was right, you need to wake up. Wake up
from the American nightmare that you’ve left everything valuable to
chase.” Everything that I have kept trapped inside ripped through
the filter, and rushed out of my mouth. The delicious scents of
spices in the air turned into a scent of resentment, desperate to be
released.

“America will be best for your future! Dad and I sacrificed so
much to get where we are today, and to get you home.”

“Yeah, you sacrificed me. You left me, you abandoned me when
I needed you the most. How could you do that to your only child?”
I snapped back. I could see the hurt in her face, but I didn’t care.
Waipo and Xiaoyi disappeared into the background. The tangyuang
started to break apart in the water of the pot.

“Yes, and we regret that so much! We're trying to make it up to
you. Give us a chance please,” Mom begged, her voice breaking.

“You had your chance eight years ago,” I said, harshly. I turned
from her, and started to walk up the stairs to my room. The whole
room was no longer warm and cozy. It was cold and dragged down
by the feeling of heartache. “Wait, Wangjing! I'm sorry. Please just
let me tell you the truth.” Mom paused for a moment. “The reason
why I left was, because we wanted a better life for you.”

“What do you mean? You had everything in America. We
couldn’t even afford a simple plastic desk drawer.” I frowned,
looking back at her.

“No, after you left, your dad and I had nothing. The restaurant
was failing, and we invested everything into it. We didn’t even have
a home. I tried with the mail, but you're right, I should’ve done
more. I am so sorry.” I stared at her confused. All those years, they
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were struggling? Mom’s place on top of the mountain began to
crash down to the bottom. “Why didn’t you come back?”

“We were so embarrassed. America was our chance to get you
and Waipo a better life, but we failed. But, we always tried our
best for you, we love you, Wangjing, we love you so much. Come
back with us, let’s build our family again!” She responded, her face
tainted with tears.

I didn’t know what to do, but to run. I raced up the stairs trying
to escape all the clashing thoughts in my mind, thoughts that told
me that Mom deserved everything I said or that I had ruined my
only chance of a relationship with her. I felt hot tears stream down
my face as I sat on the floor. I looked around my room. It was full
of the things she had sent me. Postcards, little trinkets, and stuffed
animals. A collection full of an assortment of items built up from
years of mail from her. I couldn’t believe that she was struggling.
How could she even afford to get me these things? Why did she?

“Wangjing?” I could hear Mom’s voice through the door. She
paused for a moment. “I left something at your door,” she finally
said. I heard footsteps walking away and going down the stairs. I
waited to hear the footsteps disappear, before I opened the door.
On the ground was a box tied up with ribbon. Inside it was an
assortment of mochi. They were as beautiful as I remember, soft
blues, pinks, and greens. Each one was wrapped in a detailed paper.
I took a mochi out of the box and its packaging, and took a bite. The
memories and feelings from years ago flew back to me instantly.
Four- year-old me sitting on that plane, wondering why her mom
had left her. Feelings of confusion, sadness, and heartbreak. But
this time it was different. The outer layer was no longer a trap to
keep me out, but it felt like it was trying to check me. As if it was
trying to make sure that I could handle the burst of sweet filling
hidden inside—truth. I finally understood.
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The Maple Tree on the Shore
David Mossbarger

Ezekiel Finnegan sat in a dusty, ill-lit room with a single table in
the center. He was hunched over a long, thin rod of wood, from
which one end of the rod ran strands of stretched, pale hairs. These
he carefully stroked with a fine comb. After a good while, he set
the comb aside and pulled the hairs taut, parallel with the wood.
Ezekiel pushed the hairs into a hole on the other end of the rod,
then plugged the hole with a smaller piece of wood, so as to fasten
the hairs on both ends. He picked up the finished piece with both
hands and held it up to the light. Pleased, he walked to a corner of
his room and selected a light cube of orange amber colored resin.
With steady hands, he ran the resin up and down the hairs. Then,
he picked up a violin hanging on two pegs in the corner. Its glossy
finish flashed in the yellow light as he set the instrument on his
shoulder. Then, with slight apprehension, brought the newly crafted
bow across the strings. The warm vibration of each string ran
through the instrument’s body, carrying into his own frame. After
a short, experimental melody, he sighed with a content smile, and
carried the violin and its bow to a brand new case.

Ezekiel gathered his coat and hat and left his shop,
stopping on the way out to change the sign on the door from
“open” to “closed.” A light breeze met his face as he strolled
along the sidewalk. The path led alongside many shops and
buildings advertising things like “bait and tackle,” “boat repair,”
and “souvenirs.” Right on the corner was Marty’s Grocery. In the
small town, it was the most frequented stop for everyday items.
Finnegan’s Music Store was in the perfect place, situated in such a
way that he received many visitors from Marty’s, and was always
close to home, which was just a few blocks around the corner.
Instead of turning the corner to head home, however, he kept
straight. The block on which his shop was positioned sat on a slight
hill. From which, a sliver of coastline could be seen just a mile
or two away. It was this sliver of coastline Ezekiel had his mind
set on reaching. As he walked down the hill, the salty scent of the
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Atlantic mixed with the sweet aroma of pine trees. Soon, the main
road curved off to the left and the sidewalk along with it. Ezekiel
veered in the other direction and continued on his well known trail.
After a short journey through towering pines, he stood just several
paces away from the jagged coast, where great black rocks, worn
with time, challenged the ocean’s power. Here the evergreens were
much smaller and fewer in number. Ezekiel found a singular maple
tree amongst the forest of evergreens and settled himself down at
its roots. The tree was much younger than the rest, but was firm in
its foundation and sturdy in build. Ezekiel sat with his elbows on
his knees and his hat in his hand. He gazed out at the ocean from
behind his wire framed glasses. The salty wind tossed his graying
hair and tickled the fine beard which had begun to grow after
months of neglecting his usual morning shave. The setting sun was
framed between two rocks far off, which jutted out of the sea.

As he watched the sky turn red, his eyes moistened.
Memories coursed through his mind of a beautiful woman looking
for shells along the rocky shore. She glanced back at him and
laughed, beckoning him to join her. Her voice was sweet music, and
her smile a celebration. They walked for miles into the night, with
no care as to where they would end. But they stopped eventually.
Ezekiel looked to his left at the maple. He set his hand on its trunk,
feeling every detail of the bark. Then he stood and put on his hat. “I
suppose I'll see you tomorrow,” he said, “just like always,” and made
his way back along the trail he had come.

The sky had just turned black by the time he made it home.
The quiet man shuffled into his house and set his groceries down
on the kitchen table. He flipped a few light switches and hung his
hat and coat. The house was silent. He stood still for a moment, as
if waiting for something to happen. He knew nothing would, and so
he made his way to his bedroom and lay down to another night of
restless sleep.

The next day was not much different. He rose early to eat a
plain breakfast, glanced through the papers, walked to his music
shop, sold and crafted instruments, and walked home again after
paying a visit to the maple tree on the shore. Ezekiel saw the tree
every day, sometimes bringing an umbrella for rain, sometimes a
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scarf for the wind.

He had determined long ago that his life was not what people
would consider exciting. Of course, he made music, but few were
his accomplishments, and yet he continued on in his life, going
about his habits day after day. His shop closed only on the holidays,
when he would buy himself a book and spend the whole day and
night reading. It was a Tuesday when he was presented with a task
which would keep him busy. He emerged from his back workshop
when the sound of the bell over the door warned him of a customer.
A middle sized man with bright eyes greeted him at his counter.
“Good morning,” said Ezekiel as he eyed the bundle which the
stranger had tucked under his arm.

“Good morning,” returned the man. “I've come across some
very nice material.”

He set the bundle on the counter. It was three small logs of
wood. “Normally I would take this stuff home, you know. I do a
little carpentry as a hobby so I know good wood when I see it. But
this one was such a beauty I thought I couldn’t let it go to waste as
a nightstand, and there isn’t enough for something any bigger than
a little desk. So I brought it here. I don’t have much experience
with instruments, you know, so I was hoping you could turn it into
something.”

Ezekiel looked at the wood. The bark had already been
shaved off but the man was right. It was the most beautiful wood he
had ever seen. “I suppose it would be just the right size for a good
violin.”

“Excellent,” smiled the man. “How long do you think it will
take you?”

“It normally takes a little over a week, but to start from
scratch like this, at least three.” The customer nodded, then looked
up as if he had had a great idea. “I'll pay you double if you can have
it done by Christmas Eve,” he said firmly.

Ezekiel hesitated. Christmas was only two weeks away.

He would have to work twice as hard. But he would also be paid
twice as much. Besides, he had nothing else going on. He enjoyed
a challenge and it would do him good to have something to do. He
nodded. “I can have it done by then.”

110



The Maple Tree on the Shore

The stranger smiled and grasped Ezekiel’s hand, “Thank you
very much, sir. This will make a wonderful gift for my son, wouldn’t
you agree? I look forward to seeing you soon.”

The man walked briskly out the door and out of sight. Ezekiel
looked at the wood for a long moment, then immediately set to
work.

The rest of his day was spent on the singular project. He only
paused when a ring at the door would alert him of customers, and
even then, he wasted as little time as possible, laboring tirelessly on
the wood with every passing minute. On occasion, when he knocked
off a particularly large chip of wood, or made an especially delicate
turn, a vivid memory of times long passed would flit through his
mind. It was the same woman whom he thought of each day on
the shore who danced in his head. A winter night spent cuddled
together by the fire. Her soft touch bandaging a cut on his hand. The
soothing tone of her voice. At the start, Ezekiel was a bit surprised
when the first memory touched his thoughts. He was often so
focused on his work that he blocked out such visions of his past.

But these memories came in short bursts, so rich and lucid that
they very well could have happened yesterday. Soon, he began to
welcome the visions. On the odd chipping of wood, when a short
memory made itself known, he explored the thought, allowing the
feelings to flow into his work.

On and on he worked, well through lunch break and past
closing hours. When he finally stopped and looked at his watch it
was almost midnight. Startled, he cleaned his workspace, gathered
his things, and left the shop. Ezekiel stopped at the street corner,
gazing ahead at the street that curved by the shore. The road was
dark, and a steady breeze whispered through the pines ahead. And,
for the first time in ages, Ezekiel walked home without first stopping
by the maple tree on the shore.

After a small supper, Ezekiel went to bed exhausted from a
day’s good work. As he drifted off to sleep that night, a single word
escaped his lips.

“Abigail.”

The first thought that entered his mind the next morning was
the violin. The second thought was that he had gone the whole night
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without waking up once. Refreshed, he hurried through breakfast
and walked to work with a certain newness.

For two weeks he worked fervently, pouring his very soul
into the sculpting of the instrument. On the morning of December
24 Ezekiel put a few finishing touches on the violin and completed
the bow. He ceremoniously rubbed resin on the bow hairs and
picked up the instrument. With the first note, a thousand memories
flooded his mind. Beginning with the moment he first met her,
Ezekiel’s thoughts wandered through time; visiting each and every
moment of their life together. He swayed with the music, and
memory after memory was accented by the sweet voice of the violin.
The visions carried on, each more vibrant than the last, until the
music ended and he held his eyes shut at the picture of the maple
tree on the shore.

In his mind he stood staring at the earth in front of a sapling.
A light rain pattered the black umbrella he held over his head. He
was alone. He stretched out his hand and touched a limb of the tree
on which a single bud was beginning to bloom.

Ezekiel opened his eyes at the sound of the bell above the
door. He placed the instrument in a new case, along with a fresh
cube of resin, and carried it out to the front desk where the bright-
eyed man was waiting. Ezekiel presented the violin and received
his pay. The man thanked him and left, taking the violin with him.
Ezekiel closed early that day to walk down to the shore. It was
overcast and breezy, but his spirits were high. He had not visited
his maple for the entire duration of his project, and felt he owed a
special stop.

He walked the well-worn trail down the street, through the
pines, and to the rocky shore. He walked to the known spot and
stopped short. Where the precious maple tree had once grown, now
only a short stump protruded from the earth. Ezekiel stood over
the circle of wood. Its grains were healthy and rings dark. He stared
for some time, not knowing what to do. But then he understood.

He looked back on each day spent working over the violin. Each
sliver of wood chipped away and each memory was a final note. It
all made sense. Ezekiel knelt down by the stump, knowing that the
violin was the most beautiful work of art he had ever created. He lay
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his hand on the soft earth in front of the stump and whispered, “I'm
sorry, Abigail.”

A single tear drop fell from under his glasses and landed on
the stump. Ezekiel could not stop the rush of memories of his wife,
who now lay in the sacred earth beneath him. And on the shore
where the maple tree had once been, he wept.
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Ben Peters

I showed Ahmale the tiny spinning carousel. There were several
small hooks lining the underside of the red and white covering,
fifty-four according to the description.

“You hang spoons from them. One for each country of Africa.”
Ahmale said while looking at the decoration curiously. We decided
to purchase it, along with a beautiful hand-carved brown wooden
spoon to hang up on the Angola hook, spending much of our little
vacation money. I carefully set the clunky thing into our cloth bag,
and then the bag into the side basket of the navy motorcycle we had
rented for the trip.

The motorcycle was a beautiful thing, it reflected any proton of
light thrown at it, and had long silvery stripes going down the sides.
The leather handles had worn from use. My friend, Kaya, had gifted
us a few days' rent of this machine, as she was the daughter of the
owner of Imka’s Motor Shop. We did have to pay for the shipping
cost, and the crate that took our vehicle was not cheap.

As dusk came, the sky had turned into a purple-red color,
and Ahmale and I were looking at a small gray stand that we
had skipped earlier due to a massive line. The stand belonged to
the town-famous fisherman, and he had just gotten back from a
particularly exotic fishing expedition. We decided to wait in the now
shortened line, and after a few minutes, arrived at the front as he
was refilling a tray with fresh ice. There were three trays, one had
an assortment of smaller and cheaper fish, the second with more
expensive but still familiar ones, and the third had four of the most
bizarre fish.

These fish were what looked like a piranha in the front,
evolved into a sleek black eel in the middle section, and the end of
the amalgam was a golf ball-sized sphere with many yellow cysts
covering it. The blue ice underneath had been tainted a yellow-
green. The fisherman was breathing heavily as he put his sweaty
hands onto the counter. Ahmale looked as if she had grown sick.
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“Ghost fish, I'm callin’ em,” the fisherman struggled to say
between his several coughing fits. “70 gran fer’ one of these suckers.
They ain’t that easy t’ come across.”

“Why are they called Ghost fish?” I asked, knowing full well
there wasn’t a chance I was purchasing one. “They come from a
lake outside o’ this shell town, and let me tell ya, you don wanna
visit them. Wailin, constant wailin pierced my ears ever’ second I
spent in my tent. I suspected phantoms, and not the nice kind. I
picked up a few of these here suckers and hightailed it out. Could a
sworn somebod’ was followin me. Maybe my head is getting old.”
Maybe his head is getting old. The fisherman’s fingers trembled
as he attempted to light a lantern that was hanging from the top
of his stand, and as the lighter was brought closer to his face, two
painfully bloodshot eyes were revealed flicking from spot to spot. I
was disturbed by this man. Ahmale was too. We politely decided to
not purchase anything, and Ahmale and I returned to our mouse-
infested hotel room.

I carefully removed the carousel from the bag, and set it onto a
small dresser that stood next to a mostly-empty bookshelf. A bible
and a book of tourism information were all that laid in it.

“There we go,” I said while fishing through the bag, looking for
the spoon. “It looks nice at least.” “Maybe,” Ahmale stared at the
red and white covering. “You realize we will never collect the entire
spoon collection?”

“Yeah, but it’ll look fancy at home.”

“You think that looks fancy?”

“I think the idea of collecting spoons is fancy.”
Ahmale smiled. “Sure.”

I couldn’t find the spoon, so I assumed it had fallen out of the
bag and sat in our motorcycle. I sighed and decided to prepare for
bed and lock our door. It was a bit early to fall asleep, but Ahmale
and I had planned an eventful day tomorrow, so I thought it good to
rest early.

We were awoken in the night by powerful banging on our door.
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I instinctively checked the clock. It was only 2:20 AM.

“I know you're in there!” The fisherman’s voice yelled through
our front door. Luckily I had remembered to lock it before falling
asleep. I looked over towards Ahmale. She was reaching over to our
hotel phone.

“What did you take!?” 1 thought the door was going to be
broken down. The man was banging on the door with all of his
strength, and then some.

“You've killed me!” Ahmale had dialed the police.

“You know that? I'm dead!” The phone was not connecting.
Ahmale pulled at the cord to check the outlet’s connection.

I sat up in bed and watched as a slimy hand attempted to reach
through the mail slot. I could hear his heavy breathing on the other
side of the door.

“TI know you're in there!” He repeated, almost screaming. I
looked over at a hyperventilating Ahmale, who was showing me the
phone cord. It had been chewed through from the mice.

“T'll kill you! Let me in!” 1 finally threw off the bed covers and
went to our closet, looking for any sort of weapon. Ahmale had
decided to look through the dressers.

“You did this! He’s almost here!” I looked over in disgust as I
watched him force his arm halfway to the elbow through our mail
slot. His skin was purple. Bloody scars ran from his palm down his
arm where the hinges to the mail slot covering stuck out. At this
point he was just screaming and slamming on the door. He had
gone completely mad.

Ahmale had found a drinking glass in a cupboard. She started
carefully hitting it onto the counter. Almost like an egg. It eventually
broke slightly, creating a weapon of sharp glass. She backed up
away from the door, prepared if it were to open.

More screaming and pounding came from the door. I pressed
my ear against the wall. I could hear the family in our neighboring
hotel room dial the police.

“T'll come back!” He ripped his arm back through the mail
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slot, leaving blood and skin on the edges. We could hear his heavy
breathing as he left our door. Ahmale and I stayed still. A minute
passed. Ahmale and I exhaled and looked at each other. She still
had bags under her eyes.

“What just happened?” Ahmale’s hand trembled while holding
the broken glass. “Was that the fisherman?” “I think so.”

“What is wrong with him?”

“Did you hear him last night? If you could understand him
through that stupid accent of his he was talking about ghosts and
all. He’s obviously gone mad!”

She stared at me.
“I’'m going to find out where he lives.”
“Why? The neighbors already called the police.”

“He was very sick last night. His eyes were bloodshot. He was
covered in sweat. He coughed between each word.”

“Why do you want to go to his house?” I repeated.
“I think he might've gotten sick while on his trip.”
“Why do you want to go to his house!?”

“Shut the hell up, I'm getting there! I think those fish he
caught gave him some disease, I want to see if he keeps a journal or
something of the like.”

I didn’t understand. I confusedly sighed as she left, knowing
that I couldn’t do anything to stop her. The next six hours were
slow. I sat in the hotel room waiting for Ahmale to come back. I
passed the time by flipping through the same tourist magazines over
and over. Rain pattered against the window and the outside was a
bleak gray. Tired of checking the clock between each page, I decided
to go after her. A few minutes traversing the gray roads found me a
living person, and a few minutes of questioning led me to the home
of the fisherman. I picked up the forgotten spoon in the passenger
seat, it was the closest thing to a weapon I had. The small shack’s
door was already ajar. The lights were off. I pushed the door slowly
away from me, and a foul stench hit my nose. I stepped into the
room. The walls and furniture were gray. The floor was slick with
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blood and vomit. I kept walking forward. My foot bumped against
a mass on the floor. I looked down to see the fisherman, laying
dead. His face was covered in blood. His mouth was agape. His
eyes were missing. I continued walking through that red and gray
room until I reached an open bathroom door. Blood was sprayed
on the walls. Ahmale stood pressed against the wall, clutching a
sink. She was hyperventilating and covered in blood. Her eyes
were in an unbelievable state of shock and fear. She looked at me,
then the spoon. Tears filled her eyes. “Ahmale, are you OK? What
happened?”

“I-” She tried to speak, but she shook her head and started
crying. I walked over to her to comfort her, but she stopped me.
“Don’t step near me.”

“What’s going on?”

“I- I got to this house. He wasn’t home yet, so I looked through
his stuff. I couldn’t find anything noteworthy, such as a notebook
or journal or... but then he got home. He saw me and grabbed me.

I screamed and punched, but then he started wailing and moaning
and clutching at his face. He fell over, and began... twitching... on
the floor. Then... his eyes burst. I felt sick. I don’t really remember
after that, I think I fell unconscious.” She looked up at me. Her face
was slick with tears.

“Arno, I think whatever was in his eye got into mine.” She
looked over into the bathroom mirror and inspected her bloodshot
eyes. “I- I need you to- use that spoon-" She started gagging, about
to throw up. I was horrified, but I understood. Ahmale closed the
toilet seat and sat down. I stood over her, clutching the spoon with
a shaky hand. My left hand parted her hair and held her head still.
She put a cloth in her mouth. My eyes stared back at her left eye. I
raised the spoon. I put the back of the spoon against the side of her
nose, and my thumb near the top of the handle.

The large wooden spoon did not make for an easy entrance.
Her eye was pushed aside as I stuffed the spoon deeper. It had a
resistance similar to rubbing against concrete and produced a noise
similar to a rattle from a rattlesnake. My hands were sweating
profusely as I dug deeper into her skull. All I could hear was
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screaming. At the point where my thumb made contact with her

eye and it felt like I was pushing through glue, I turned the spoon
towards me, and listened to the internal crack of the eye being
detached. Blood gushed over her face and onto my hands. She fell
unconscious again, and the screaming stopped. I pulled hard, and
the eye popped out. It fell with more of a splat onto the floor. I took
the cloth from her mouth and pressed it against the bleeding crevice
where her eye once was. My shirt and arm were covered in blood.

I looked down at my work. The eyeball stared back at me. It
twitched slightly. A small part of the slide flopped up and down
for a moment. A clump of black strings wiggled out. It contorted
and shifted until it left its former host. I watched with horror and
disgust. I stood up, both of my hands still held against Ahmale’s
head. I brought my foot down and crushed the thing beneath my
boot.
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Samuel Song

I knew I should have worn a parachute this morning. I was in a
plane 20,000 feet above the ground, and there was no saying how
many bones I would break hitting the ground at the speed we were
falling. Flames licked at the outside of the plane, and thick smoke
drifted into the cabin. The voices in my head drowned out the other
passengers' screams, and the world started spinning around. Don’t
fall asleep. If you do, it’s all over. Then, everything was black. It all
started a week ago with that email.

It was six in the morning when I woke up. My second year in
college wasn’t the fun I expected. There were so many things to
pay for like an apartment, food, and a phone. One day, I would pay
off that debt. But for now, I was merely a 20-year-old hoping to
become a journalist.

As part of my routine, I pulled out my phone and checked my
emails. I was anticipating a job offer from a news agency. Just then,
my eyes widened. There was an email titled “Congratulations”.

To whom it may concern,

As one of the worldwide events we organize annually,
Matrix Design will host a survival competition called “The
Arena.” It is a two-week competition that will be hosted in
Las Vegas on April 1, 2021. If you are reading this letter,
you are one of the 20 randomly chosen for an opportunity
to win $3,000,000. To secure your spot, call us at 312-633-
5151. There are further details on the file attached. We look
forward to seeing you there.

Alfred Gatling

CEO of Matrix Design

I immediately assumed it was fake, but after further
examination, I realized it was my lucky day. Everyone knew what
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Matrix Design was. After the Stylis Construction Co. scandal, Stylis
Construction dismantled and a new company called Matrix Design
became the largest construction company. No one turned down a
valued invitation to their competitions. I desperately needed the
$3,000,000. Even after paying off my debt, I could still afford a
Mercedes Benz, a large house, and other luxuries.

On the day of the competition, I packed everything I would
need and gave it a hard shove into my bag. I lifted my mattress,
where the letter and plane ticket to Las Vegas were safely hidden,
and tucked the folded papers into my pocket.

By the time I reached the gate where the plane would depart,
my stomach was rumbling constantly. I got myself a sandwich and
looked for an empty row of seats to sit in. Before I could take a bite,
a skinny, awkward man tripped and smashed into me. I dropped my
sandwich and ketchup splattered everywhere.

“I'm so sorry!” The man got up and looked at me with fear.
He had a heavy accent and a dark skin tone. “It’s fine. I wasn’t
that hungry anyway,” I lied. I got up to change my pants in the
bathroom. When I returned, there was only one seat left. It was
right next to the man who had bumped into me. He had a sketchpad
on his lap and it looked like he was designing a robotic bird of some
sort. It had a saw for a beak and thin stripes of red on its back. As
he saw me approaching, he closed his sketchpad and took out a
sandwich from his backpack. He handed it to me and said, “Sorry
about the incident earlier. I got you another sandwich. My name’s
Javi Castaneda. What’s yours?”

I knew better than to take food from someone I had barely met,
but I was tired and hungry, so I quickly snatched it from his hands.
Through a mouthful of ham and cheese, I told him, “I'm Oliver
Bois.”

After that, we talked about how we had gotten invited to the
competition and what we had prepared. Javi was an engineer at
the National Autonomous University of Mexico. He needed the
competition money to pay for the college tuition of the many
children in his family. 20 minutes had already passed when our
plane was ready to board.
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The plane was cramped, and I was getting impatient at the
time it was taking to get through the aisle. When I got to my seat,
I opened the luggage rack. It was full. There were three bags
belonging to the same person. The rules of the plane had said no
more than two carry-on bags were allowed in the rack. I found the
person and asked her to move a bag. She refused and told me she
needed it for a competition. Before we could start arguing, a large,
muscular man slapped me on the back and said, “Woah there,
let her be. Some people are stubborn in that way.” I glared at the
person before retracting back into my row. For the duration of the
flight, I would have to squish the bag in front of me, which would be
very uncomfortable. The large man, who was coincidentally also a
journalist, told me his name was Joel Geri and I could call him if I
needed help.

When the plane lurched forwards without warning and started
taking off, I felt squirmy and nauseous. I always had problems with
planes and crashes.

After holding my breath for almost 90 seconds, the plane
finally evened out. The scenery below was beautiful. I could see the
organized green squares of crops. There were people down there
who had a peaceful life in the countryside. But here I was, heading
into action.

I drifted to sleep and had an awful dream. The survival
competition had gone horribly wrong, and I was injured. There
was no one near me, and a meteor was falling from the sky. There
was a loud crack as the ground shook. I snapped my eyes open and
realized it wasn't just a dream. Outside the window, a dense flock of
birds approached from the other side. Each time a bird was sucked
into one of the engines, the plane violently shook followed by a loud
pop. Suddenly, there was the piercing sound of metal splitting, and
the engine burst into a ball of flames. Fire surrounded the entire
plane as the pilot announced an emergency landing. I was stuck
in my seat and couldn’t bear the intense heat crushing me. My
eyes stung and watered. Something thick was in my throat, and I
couldn’t breathe. I coughed out a massive ball of soot and passed
out.
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When I woke up, the sun was already setting. I panicked and
sat up with a jolt. Had I slept through an entire day of classes?
What would I tell my professors? Then, I recalled the plane crash.
My rubbery fingers struggled with my seat belt, and my back felt
like it was being repeatedly stabbed. The plane had split into
multiple sections during the crash. I couldn’t bear to look at what
had happened to the unlucky people. Shouts came from the heavy
forest nearby. There were silhouettes of a large man and a smaller
person chasing three figures. I cautiously brushed aside the spiky
vines blocking my path and headed deeper into the forest to get a
closer look. Before I knew it, Javi and Joel had toppled over me.
The spikes from the vines on the ground felt like rods of iron being
seared into my skin. For almost a minute, I was paralyzed. The
spikes must be venomous. Joel was the first to get up and shouted,
“Give us back our luggage!” The three figures darted into darkness,
and all was silent.

It was getting dark. “I guess we’ll have to survive without our
supplies,” Javi whimpered. Joel explained that the three people
were Drista (the person who brought too much luggage onto the
plane) and a pair of twins. They had grouped together, so we three
would be a group. The thoughts of winning $3,000,000 from
the competition dissolved just as fast as I had found myself in a
completely unfamiliar environment. It was impossible to imagine
such an accident would stop me from making it to the competition.

Javi turned back and said, “Let’s return to the remains of the
plane. It will provide the best shelter. We should’ve marked our
path on the trees.”

Joel quickly cut him off and pointed to the nearest tree. “Why
do all the trees have odd holes in them?” He pointed to another one
and said, “That hole looks pretty fresh. I think we ought to get out
of this place. Something sharp made that hole. If it can cut through
wood, it can cut through flesh.”

A series of streaks resounded through the canopy above. Javi
was clobbered down by birds with razor-sharp beaks. I could see
long stripes of red on the bird. I didn’t know if it was the color of
their feathers or Javi’s blood. Before I could run, a mess of birds

123



Song

suffocated me with their flapping wings. Their beaks ripped through
my shirt like they were pulling apart a tissue. All three of us finally
managed to get out, gripping each other’s hands and blindly
sprinting through the dark forest. At one point, we came across a
glowing pink stream. There was a large rock we could jump on top
of. After Joel stepped on it, a large rhino-like creature emerged and
batted him down. He climbed out, clutching his arm, which swung
loosely at his side.

By the time we got to a grass clearing and finally leaned on to
the side of a cliff to rest, I wasn’t thinking about the money I had
missed out on. I was just glad to be alive. What good was money?
All it ever bought you was more trouble than good. If it hadn’t been
for the $3,000,000 incentive, I would be safely watching TV at
home right now. It had been terribly hot even in the evening, so we
decided to set up camp in the refreshing shade the cliff provided.

Each of us took off our shirts and wrenched the sweat into our
throats. Joel’s arm was most likely dislocated, but there was nothing
we could do about it. We agreed to stay awake in shifts. Who knew
what was out there in the wild?

It was past midnight. All I heard were mysterious animals deep
in the forest. My shift was almost over, so it wouldn’t hurt to close
my eyes for just a few minutes. Nothing had happened in hours, so
what could happen in just a few minutes?

I awoke to the sound of loose rocks hitting the ground. I was
so scared. I was paralyzed. I glanced in the direction of the rocks
and saw, not an animal, but a human. It was the same person who
stole our suitcases, Drista. She was holding the knife I had packed
in my suitcase and mouthed for me to stay silent. She started
searching our pockets and cussed when she came up empty. There
was nothing to steal. Suddenly, I was knocked off my feet. My vision
became hazy. I spun around, expecting to see Drista, but there
was no one. In the distance, I saw Drista screaming and sprinting
away from the cliff. I turned my attention to the cliff. A few rocks
fell down, crashing just meters away from me. The ground started
violently trembling, as though it was infuriated at Drista’s selfish
deeds. I got back up and steadied my legs.

124



The Arena

“Joel! Javi!” I screamed. My voice felt weak and I could barely
move. Summoning the last of my strength, I shouted their names.
Over the noise of the ground splitting in half, Joel finally woke up.
He looked confused, but immediately realized what was happening.
Javi woke up at about the same time, a rock pinning down his leg.

“RUN!” It was too late. Half the cliff split. It loomed over us and
paused in air as though time had stopped, and then came crashing
down on us with a wall of smoke and rocks.

When I regained consciousness, the metallic smell of blood
lingered in the air. Surprisingly, I wasn’t injured. It took a while
before I could feel and use my legs again. I pushed myself to the
top of the rocks. I couldn’t believe it. Javi was under a large, heavy
boulder. I found Joel. He was lucky to be farther away from the
cliffside. I managed to pull him out. We walked to where Javi was.
Joel and I tried lifting the rock, but it weighed too much. I could see
him trying to move his mouth, but it was difficult under the large
rock.

He managed to squeeze out, “I'm h...”

I gave him a puzzled look. Could he be saying hurt or hungry?
There was no doubt he was hungry. Just then, I heard the shriek
of a bird. That gave me an idea. What if I baited them and Joel
snatched one? Raw bird meat wasn’t something I would have eaten
just a week ago in my cozy apartment, but there was no choice here.

Five minutes and two scuffles later, Joel victoriously raised
a bird in his hands. He tore the head off. His hands froze and he
dropped the bird altogether. I ran over to inspect what he had
found. The bird had no meat. Inside were wires, gears, and a
computer chip. That meant someone created these birds. A real
human knew we were here, but probably wouldn’t help us, knowing
they wanted to kill us. From the distance, Javi tried speaking again.
“I'm h... horrible,” he groaned.

“Javi,” I said. He would not make eye contact with me. “You're
part of our team. You're our friend. What are you talking about?”

"Please forgive me! I can explain everything. None of you were
selected randomly for this contest. It was all Seth Stylis. He was
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the owner of Stylis Construction until the scandal was uncovered.
Afterwards, everyone he knew left him with contempt. Even more,
his company lost its reputation. Seth was out for revenge against the
ones who ruined his life. He created a new company called Matrix
under his fake name, Alfred Gatling, but not for money. You two
were both journalists who covered the scandal. I interned as an
engineer and leaked out the information on Stylis using poor quality
materials. When I received the invitation to the contest, I called

the number and told them I wasn’t interested. The next day, Seth
walked into my apartment and tried bribing me into coming. I knew
something was off, so I tried calling the police. He told me he would
pay me $30,000,000 if I helped his plan ‘go smoothly.” At that
point, I couldn’t resist the deal. Seth is somewhere around here, and
he’ll finish you off by himself. I never knew his goal was to get rid of
me too. I made a poor decision. Don’t let me die in vain. I want to be
remembered as a hero, not a victim.”

Javi’s face turned blue and he went limp. “Javi! Wake up!” I
shouted. But it was no use. There was no Javi to hear me. He was
gone. Forever.

Over the next few days, Joel and I worked tirelessly to get help.
We started fires and spelled “SOS” with rocks, but no one came.

One day, I was collecting branches when something shifted
behind me. A man emerged from a bush. It was Seth. I knew him
from my research as a journalist. Towering over me, he looked
like he was ripped out of the cover of a gym magazine. As Javi
had warned, he was here to finish us off personally. I dropped the
branches and sprinted towards Joel. I wouldn’t scream and let him
think I was afraid of him; I wasn’t.

Joel immediately recognized Seth. Suddenly, a flock of birds
flew over us and trapped us in a net. I thought of Javi’s words. We
would have to fail him. We would have to fail ourselves. Seth would
never let us go. Circling around us, he said, “Think about what you
did to me. You're the true villains.”

I angrily spat a mouthful of dirt at him. It landed inches away
from his feet.
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“Oh, so you want to die?” Seth pulled out a phone from his
pocket and said, “There’s a bomb under you. Once you've had a
nice time reflecting, I will detonate it.” He laughed at us like a mad
scientist. I thrashed at the thick netting to no avail.

It seemed like an hour had passed when Seth appeared and
said, “Soon.” He left again, this time walking extremely fast. I
looked at Joel. He was staring at the ground, defeated. All of us
had been deceived. I thought about my family, my friends, and
my neighbors. Sometimes, it isn’t all about money or fame. They
had a normal life, and that made them happier than someone who
dreamed of $3,000,000.

Suddenly, the ground started trembling. The trees were
stripped of their leaves and the air started swirling. A rhythmic
boom boom boomsound came from above. It felt like I was in a
hurricane. Had the bomb exploded? I shifted in my net to peer
through the holes in the weaving. Something large was in the sky.
It slowed and lowered itself. As it got closer, I saw that it was a
helicopter. There was an emblem with a soldier carrying a musket.
It was the national guard symbol. We were being rescued!

We could finally escape this wretched nightmare. It was too late
to save Javi and many others, but at least we could serve justice for
Seth’s terrible acts. No matter how much Seth tried, I would make
sure none of us would be forgotten.
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Psychic Agent
Gracen Blackwelder

Do you have any idea how loudly people think? It’s fine
when there's only one or two, but when you’re in a classroom full
of teenagers, it gets really loud, really fast. Jack wasn’t helping,
either. He was trying to come up with a new nickname for me, since
“Freaky Frank” had caught on so well. I thought it odd that he was
thinking about me, since usually he only thinks about football and
girls. Then I noticed a good chunk of the class was also thinking
about me.

“Earth to Miller, are you there?” my teacher, Mr.
Montgomery, asked.

I tuned back into class with a start. “Yeah, sorry what was the
question?”

“What does the use of ghosts represent in Shakespeare’s
work?” Mr. Montgomery repeated.

They represent his utter lack in knowledge of how ghosts
work. They don’t appear to everyone, in fact only five percent of
reported ghost sightings are actually true. They also aren’t spooky
and mysterious. They’re obnoxious.

But I couldn’t say that without blowing my cover, so I
mumbled some answer about regret. Montgomery ate it up. Mr.
Montgomery was my favorite teacher, because his mind was nice
and quiet, much like the man himself. Then the bell rang, so I
packed up my stuff and started to leave when Jack stopped me in
the hall.

“What's up, Spooky Miller?” he asked mockingly.

“X-files, really?” I said. “I thought your two brain cells
wouldn’t be able to keep up with a conspiracy.” “Big talk for a kid
within punching distance.”

“Go ahead, punch me. It’ll be fun watching your little clique
disappear after you're kicked off the football team.”

Anger flared up in him, and for a second I thought he was
actually going to hit me. Instead he grumbled some half-baked
insult and stormed off. I felt a twinge of guilt. I had overheard some
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thoughts about his homelife, and it seemed rough.

Screw him, I thought later that night. A bad childhood isn’t
an excuse for being an ass. I had a bad childhood and I turned
out fine. Except for the incident... and getting picked up by the
Bureau... and never having any friends... but it all worked out.
I'm an undercover psychic for the FBI, for God’s sake! That's cool
as hell... at least on paper. It's less cool when four students are
missing and you have no leads.

The next day after school, I hung around, trying to find said
lead in my classmates' thoughts, but it was impossible. Passing
periods were the loudest parts of the day, and they gave me the
worst migraines. Jack’s shouting made it worse.

“Come on, guys! Is this some sort of dumb joke?” Jack
demanded his friends, “Did Carson put you up to this? Cuz it's not
funny!”

What he didn’t realize was that they couldn’t see him. No one
could. No one but me, of course. As I stared at his ghost, which was
still wearing his football jersey, he looked over at me.

“You,” he growled.

Listen, I am not afraid of ghosts, but when two hundred
pounds of muscle and repressed teenage rage runs at you, it doesn’t
matter how ephemeral it is, you run. I took off down the hallway,
weaving through students as best I could. Jack literally barreled
through them, not noticing his lack of tangibility. I ducked into an
empty classroom, Jack right on my heels. He tried to grab my shirt,
but his hand went right through.

“What did you do to me, you little freak?” he snarled. “Why
can’t anyone see me?”

“Why do...” I clutched my knees, catching my breath. “Why
do you assume I did it?”

“Cuz you're... I dunno, weird!” he shouted. “You talk to
yourself and wear suits to school and have all sorts of weird stuff in
your locker. You probably did something freaky out of revenge for
the ‘Freaky Frank’ thing!”

“And even if I did, did you really think chasing me was going
to persuade me to your side?” “I- uh- well-” he stammered. “Just
undo it!”
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“Ican’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I'm not a necromancer, genius!” I snapped. “You
died somehow and now you’re a ghost.”

I stopped for a moment to gather my thoughts. The four
missing students’ ghosts never appeared, meaning that Jack’s death
was probably something else, but a bad lead was still a lead. Jack
might be the only person who saw the killer and lived to tell the
tale... so to speak.

“Ok, Jack,” I whispered sharply. “Listen closely, because I'm
not going to say this twice. My real name is Edmund Sawyer, and
I’'m here on behalf of the FBI's Paranormal Investigation Division.
I'm trying to find the missing students, and you are my only lead. I
need you to tell me everything you remember.”

Jack looked at me skeptically, “That’s BS, man. You're just a
kid.” I would have punched him, if I could, but instead I pinched the
bridge of my nose, trying to contain my frustration. “Psychic powers
gave me a foot in the door. Now tell me what you remember.”

“Psychic?” he asked. “So you can read minds and stuff?”

“I don’t have time to answer all your questions,” I groaned.
“Tell me what you remember.”

He crossed his arms. “Fine. Me and the guys were going to
the woods, to celebrate after the big game. I don’t remember much
after that.”

I looked out the window at the small patch of forest by the
football field. I was ready to bet that I would spend all afternoon
combing the forest to find nothing. Good thing I'm not a betting
man.

We searched the woods for about an hour. I was answering
some of Jack’s incessant questions when I spotted something red
tucked lazily under a bush. It was a jersey. More accurately, it was
a body wearing a jersey. I knelt down, and with quite a bit of effort,
flipped the body over. Jack clapped a hand to his mouth and turned
his head. Even I couldn't help but shirk away a little.

The body’s skin was so pale it looked like it was never alive
in the first place. Its eyes were a headstone grey. Caked blood drew
jagged lines from its eyes, nose, and mouth to the crimson stain that
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had seeped into the dirt.

“Oh god...I'm gonna puke,” Jack mumbled. “Is that me?”

“No, that was you,” I answered, kneeling down to analyze the
body. “Exactly what were you doing last night?”

“I told you, I came out here to party with some friends after
winning the game.”

“Did you do any drugs?”

“What?” he said. “No!”

“You can tell me,” I reassured him. “What am I gonna do,
throw you in ghost jail?”

He glowered at me before answering, “We were gonna smoke
some weed, but weed doesn’t do...” He glanced down at his body
uncomfortably, “that.”

“Then, you must’ve gotten separated from the group at some
point... If someone saw this, I would’ve heard by now.”

“How did this happen?” Jack asked.

“Something ripped your soul from your body,” I explained.
“Probably to consume it. You're lucky you survived.”

Jack crossed his arms. “I didn’t.”

“You're lucky your soul survived,” I elaborated, standing up.
“I don’t think the others got that chance.”

“Others? Wait, so whatever did... this,” he gestured
dramatically at the corpse, “has gotten other people, too? How
haven’t you caught it yet?!”

“Because this is the first body we’ve found, and you're the
only ghost that showed up.” I glared at him. “If you hadn’t spread
those dumb rumors, I would’ve been able to get information out of
the other students, and maybe I could have caught this thing before
it got to you. ”

Jack’s face fell. Hot embarrassment and heavy regret filled
his mind. Even in the heat of the moment I knew it was mean, but
it was true... Ok, half true...Technically true... Maybe it was just
mean.

“So,” he whispered grimly, “the other students... they're...”

“Gone,” I sighed. A tense silence hung between us. I opened
my mouth to say something, but was interrupted by someone
calling to me from the edge of the woods.
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“Frank? Is that you?” Mr. Montgomery stood next to his car,
keys in hand. “You’re not supposed to be in there. Is something
wrong?”

“Uh-" I stammered, caught off guard, “Someone threw my
notebook in the woods. I'm just looking for it.”

“Do you need any help?” Montgomery asked, taking a step
closer.

“Nope! Nope.” I feigned looking in the distance. “I think I see
it over there, actually.”

“It was Jack, wasn’t it?”

“What?” I laughed nervously. There's no way he could know.
He's too far to see the body, Jack’s disappearance hasn’t been
released to the public yet, and he can’t see the ghost; so how could
he possibly-

“Jack threw your notebook in the woods, didn’t he?”
Montgomery repeated.

Oh, thank god.

“You don’t have to protect him,” he continued. “Everyone
knows he torments you. I think it's because he’s jealous, if I'm being
honest. He knows you have a bright future and he doesn’t.”

My stomach crumpled in on itself. I couldn’t figure out why
that comment hurt me so much, then I realized it didn’t. I looked
over at Jack. He glared at Montgomery, his eyes welling up, and
curled his shaking hands into fists.

Completely oblivious to this, Montgomery continued, “Don’t
worry about him, once he graduates high school he won’t amount
to much. You, on the other hand,” he looked at me fondly before
entering his car. “You have great things ahead of you.”

Jack watched his car as he drove off. He wiped his eyes
aggressively before turning back to me. “What are you gawking at,
freak?”

I looked away awkwardly, and scuffed my shoes a few times
to fill the silence. After a while, I mumbled, “It’s hard to make
something of yourself when everyone else gives up on you, huh?”

“Shut up!” Jack shouted. “You’re a teenager who works for
the freaking FBI! How would you know what it feels like to be given
up on?”
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“I didn’t sign up for this,” I retorted. “It just kind of...
happened. There was an accident, and then the FBI arrested me.
Eventually they realized I was useful; I was going to become a field
agent when I turned 18. Then this case came along, and because it
was so weird, they sent their special little freak to solve it. The only
people who actually take me seriously are my handler and our boss.
Other than that, most people treat me like... well, like you did.”

Jack's shoulders fell. “I... I'm sorry. I had no idea.” Jack felt
something I didn’t think he could: genuine sympathy. I was a little
relieved he couldn’t feel my embarrassment.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said dismissively. “There's nothing I can
do about it. All I... we... can do now is prove them wrong.”

Jack scoffed, “You going soft on me, Sawyer?”

“Not on your life.” I immediately realized my poor choice of
words.

“Dude.”

“Yeah, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that, I- uh...” I fumbled
before throwing my hands up in defeat. “Never mind. Let's just
figure this out. Doing something like that requires a lot of energy, so
whatever did this is going to be,” I searched for the right word, “...
hungry.”

“There's a soccer game tonight. Do you think it's gonna try to
attack someone then?”

“Most likely,” I answered. We quietly thought for a few
minutes. Jack was trying to figure out how to kill it, while I was
more preoccupied with finding it. The soccer game could lure it out
into the open, but what then? I couldn’t kill or excise it in public.
We needed somewhere more private, like the woods, but how would
we lure it there? I looked over at Jack, who was still deep in thought,
and had an idea.

“Jack, I've got a plan, but you're not going to like it.”

A few hours later, the trap had been set. Jack wandered
aimlessly through the woods as I waited in my car, eyes closed,
tactical exorcism kit in my lap. I listened for his thoughts, trying
to block out the noise from the game. I had to stay on point; at
any moment this creature could attack, and I had to be ready. I
drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. I could feel his fear
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squirming in the pit of my stomach... or maybe it was mine.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. An uncomfortable
feeling scuttled down my spine. I readjusted myself in my seat.
Everyone else’s thoughts were muffled, like they were talking
through a wall.

Edmund.

A strong, sturdy voice spoke in my mind. I stiffened. My
telepathy had never been two-way before.

Stay calm, Edmund, 1 thought to myself. Jack’s depending
on you.

That he is. He’s in danger now. He needs you.

Shut up, I thought back.

I gripped the steering wheel and set my jaw, listening intently
for Jack's thoughts, but I couldn’t hear them anymore. I tried to
push down my swelling panic. The voice spoke up again,

He's going to be consumed. Go!

I didn’t realize I was running until I was out of the car. I
clutched the tactical exorcism kit in one hand and my firearm in the
other. I sprinted into the clusters of trees, straining to hear Jack.
Blood trickled into my mouth. I wiped it off with my sleeve and tried
my best to ignore my splitting headache.

“Ed?”

I whirled around, leveling my pistol at whatever had spoken.

Jack's hands shot up. “Whoa, Ed, It's me!”

Relief flooded me. I holstered my sidearm and dropped the
exorcism Kkit.

“What happened?” he asked. “You’ve got blood all down your
shirt.”

“It’s just a nosebleed,” I assured him. “It's fine.”

E-e-e-edmund. The voice echoed through my mind in a
jovial, sing-song tone. I redrew my pistol and scanned the woods
around us.

“Who’s there?” I commanded the darkness. “Come out.”

“What's wrong with you, man?” Jack asked.

“It's here,” I whispered.

“Put the gun down, Edmund,” The voice demanded, out loud
this time, from somewhere nearby. I let go of my pistol without
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thinking. When I knelt down to pick it up, it spoke again.

“Leave it there. We can talk through this, like adults.”

I tried to ignore it. But as I reached forward, an invisible
vice slowly tightened over my skull. The more I pushed through the
pain, the more it crushed my temples. I cursed, pulling my hand
back. The pain dissipated, leaving only a dull throbbing.

“What are you?” I demanded.

“Yeah,” Jack chimed in. “Show yourself!”

A man stepped out of the shadows, sweeping the gun aside
with his foot. “I see we have company,” he remarked. “Jack, I have
to say: I'm surprised at the amount of dedication you've given to
this case. Maybe if you put that much effort into your classes, you
wouldn’t have failed English.” A smug smile twisted his face. I tried
to read his mind, but Mr. Montgomery’s thoughts were as quiet as
always.

“Careful there, Eddie,” he mused. “You’ll get another
nosebleed.”

“You?!” Jack stammered, tripping over his own rage. “You
killed me?”

“Oh, no, quite the opposite. Unlike the others, I let you live.
You should go now; this isn’t about you. I already gave you one
chance at an afterlife, and there will not be another.”

“You murdered me for no reason!” Jack yelled.

“I assure you, I had an excellent reason. I needed to use you
as bait, much like Edmund just did.” He chuckled, “I suppose great
minds think alike.” He sized me up. “It was surprisingly easy, luring
you out here. All it took was a few young souls and messing with
some readings. Though, I am disappointed that you took so long to
find me. But I suppose all's well that ends well, hm?” His steely gaze
finally met mine, and he smiled contently.

The vice closed, crushing my skull. I howled in pain and fell
to my knees. I sputtered, sending little ruby droplets flying from
my mouth. My vision was tinted crimson, and I realized that tears
weren’t what was rolling down my cheeks. I clutched my head
desperately. Warm, sticky liquid flowed out of my ears and onto my
forearms. I crumpled to the ground, as helpless as the child that the
FBI picked up all those years ago.
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I was starting to black out, when Jack's translucent sneakers
appeared in the grass in front of me. He was distantly demanding
Montgomery to stop. Montgomery said something. Jack’s response
made him laugh. Montgomery reached out towards Jack, and his
grip on me released, allowing me to gather my last wisps of lucidity.
I lunged forward, snatching my firearm from the grass.

BANG!

Montgomery’s blurry silhouette stumbled back. He touched
his chest in bewilderment, and, raising his now crimson-coated
hand to his face, chuckled weakly. As I succumbed to blood loss, a
thought came to me:

We'll meet again, Edmund Sawyer-.

I woke up in a hospital room. My head throbbed horribly.
The high-pitched beeping of the heart rate monitor just made it
worse. Jack wasn’t helping, either.

“Ed! You're okay!” He shouted. I winced at the noise.

“‘Okay’ is a strong word,” I whispered hoarsely. “Are you
alright?”

“I'm fine.” He answered. “Thanks to you.”

I paused, gathering my thoughts. “What did he say to you
before I passed out?”

“Oh, uh...” Jack murmured. “He asked why I was willing to
risk my afterlife to protect you.”

“What’d you say?”

“I told him that you didn’t give up on me. I wasn’t about to
give up on you.”

I smiled. “You going soft on me, Henderson?”

Jack laughed. “Not on your life.”
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Rex Burkman

He pulled his ginger-colored arms around her milky hips,
their eyes locking onto each other, tender blood rushing through
the veins beneath their contrasting cinnamon and alabaster skin.
His body was long and boney, and hers was even more so, both
them over eight feet tall. The room was kept at the only temperature
at which both a Europan and a Martian could survive, so the boy
wore the blanket around his shoulders while the girl let thick drops
of sweat run down her cheeks.

The Europan girl pressed her head against his dark-haired
chest, listening to his heartbeat. Their eyes locked. The Martian boy
had large eyes, much bigger than his ancestors from Earth had been
born with. They were dark and oily, the same color as his opaque
mop of hair, his pupils mixing delicately with his irises. They
stood out starkly against the light apricot of his skin and the boney
curvature on his jaws. The Europan girl’s eyes were even blacker,
conceived in the ebony depths where the sunlight dies. Their lips
pulled together, letting their warmth transcend the cosmos.

The dark outer reaches of the solar system, where the amber
rays of sunlight faded, were the only place in the cosmos where
aliens could fall in love. Ever since mankind had expanded out into
the universe, allopatric speciation and genetic engineering had
made the people on each planet physically different, adapted for
each world’s characteristics. The boy and the girl still remembered
their parents giving them the talks to never visit other planets
and to never interact with an alien. Interplanetary interbreeding,
they said, was destined to result in miscarriage and failure, the
old hatreds forged by the universe to remain. And so mankind
became divided, broken, fragmented across the void. Except in the
dark clump of ancient soot and ice where the Martian boy and the
Europan girl now slept and dreamt of a different time, one where
the dark cosmic waters hadn’t eroded away the knowledge that all
blood was red and all mankind was one.
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The Martian boy’s body began to sweat as a strip of ruby
light caused his eyes to open. A walking machine stood outside
the window, beaming in at the couple. His hand pinched the girl’s
thick skin as her eyes opened in the murky black. She froze when
she saw the strips of scarlet on the boy’s tangerine chest. The boy
gazed at the machine. Its skin was a freshly-coated aluminum,

a band of thickly-stringed copper wires in place of its neck, its
scarlet-tinted eyes covered by a thin casing of green glass. The only
thing human about it was how it moved; the motion of its walk was
like a stroke through water, not a cut through nothingness. The
machine glared for a few more moments before standing up and
walking away, leaving the boy and the girl alone. The machine was
a “propaneblood,” a human brain that had been transplanted into

a metal body. The Interplanetary Government called it the great
solution to the rift between the worlds, the way to defy mortality,
sexuality, physicality, and the many other natural curses inherent to
human beings. Across the Solar System, hundreds of thousands of
“organics” were being restructured into androids with metal bodies.
Some of the machines were part of their forces, detaining people
arbitrarily and “converting them.” The Martian boy noticed how

his breath faded into the dark that night, like a beam of light being
strangled by the lifeless abyss.

The next morning they hugged each other tightly.

“Are you okay?” the boy asked in a hushed voice that was
sprinkled with sand.

“Yes,” she said before ruffling his dark hair. The young
Europan girl had a way of making even the darkest of circumstances
bright and hopeful. He let his sable eyes drop down and cracked a
boyish smile.

“Remember the day we first met,” he whispered.

“You mean when we both got sent out to mine for aluminum
on Pluto? Yes.” she said with a brief chuckle.

“How about the time we met each other on Vesta and
thermomotor broke...your warmth was the only thing
that kept me alive.”
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They pushed closer together. He suddenly looked to the
ground, his expression fading to match the black night out the
window.

“We should probably both go home,” he whispered. “There
are too many of them here. We can’t trust any of the...machines.”

She cracked another smile and pulled a ticket out of her
pocket for the next trip from Charon to Mars on a spaceship, placing
it gently in his hand.

The vast spaceship carrying the Martian boy and hundreds
of other passengers disembarked on the Red Planet. The spaceport
where he got off was a huge tower of steel and glass that extended
from the dark ocean above down to the orange surface below.
Stepping out of the lobby, he let the cold air and the dust-kissed
wind brush against his face as he stretched his muscles. He only
froze when he saw a cluster of propanebloods disbanding from
the ship behind him. Once again, sweat began to trickle down his
orange skin as they slowly walked past. Their presence reminded
the boy that more Martians were being transformed everyday.

The boy looked across the plain of gravel to the horizon,
the sun sinking. The fading rays of cold light grasping the red soil
seemed less like sunbeams and more like pieces of frail string
attaching Mars to an exotic star. As the inky patches of darkness
began to seep across the ancient floodplains and the silhouettes of
volcanic cones, the thin strings seemed to break. Mars was then
released into the vast sea of eternal darkness, the freezing winds
of the cosmos sinking down to the black sand dunes. Mankind had
released itself into something that it could not control, taken one
step too deeply and too quickly into the dark ocean of night.

The Martian boy’s livelihood came from running a small
primordial vegetable stand at the bottom level of the spaceport,
selling locally-grown produce to Martians. Dry, salty carrots and
rockened potatoes were displayed in brown baskets as he smiled
forward to the passing faces. He could tell that the number of
apricot bodies had decreased from last week and that the number
of metal bodies had increased. His concentration was only broken
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by a sudden freeze in the spaceport. A young Titanian boy, with
overflowing black hair and the skin the color of gasoline, stepped
off one of the ship ramps leading into the port. The boy had drapes
of skin hanging from his arms that looked something like fish
scales, evolved to advance swimming on the Titanian seas. He wore
a ventilator and a superheater coat. An old Martian woman with
graying hair stepped back as her radish-sized eyes nearly popped
out of her sockets at the sight of the boy.

“Alien!” she screamed. “We have an alien on our planet!”

She fainted as disorder spread throughout the dimly lit tower
of rusty steel and glass. The Titanian boy began to fall back as a
band of bulky Martians suddenly charged at him. The boy couldn’t
tell why they ran at the Titanian so furiously; all he could see was
that their sleek Martian bones and muscles were folding with rage.
One of the men punched the Titanian with a reddened fist before
a group of propanebloods intercepted the scene and picked up
the sagging, peachy skin of the woman while tackling the Martian
aggressors to the ground. The Titanian boy fell back with streams of
amber tears crossing his oily cheeks before a machine escorted him
back onto the ship. The scars between the worlds were sharp and
bleeding, acts of violence against “aliens,” which had always been
problematic, were increasing even further. But knowing that the
fate of the woman and the men was probably to become yet more
bodies of metal, his mind could not accept that there weren’t other
ways to heal the dark scars.

That night, staring at the stars as he walked across the metal-
paven roads to his apartment overlooking Mariner Valley, the boy
could only wonder what drove such hatred. He had heard stories
of venerated Martians who slashed off the silver-haired scalps of
Vesuvians and mantled the fragile gills of Titanians. He stopped,
the dusty soil blowing softly under his feet, the answers elusive. We
have forgotten who we are, he thought. The word we echoed softly
throughout his mind.

They came for him when he was boarding a ship to the
distant planet of Sedna. The Europan girl had told him to meet
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her there at that time; but a group of propanebloods had detained
him before he could get onto the elevator leading to the sea of
black above. They brought him to a small compound outside of
the landing module and placed him in a dimly-lit room. Across the
walls, sketches of the human body were tacked with pictures of
gears and wiring cutting across them.

There, an ailing Martian man with frizzled white hair and
deadening skin confronted him. “Young man, I have arrived
with the most fortunate news. We just received word from the
Interplanetary Government that your time to be converted has
arrived. Congratulations.”

A feeling of heaviness sunk down on the boy’s body as the
air seemed to dissipate from his lungs. His eyes then turned back
up towards the man standing over him. There was nothing that he
could say or do, his vocal chords clogged with rust. He began to
cherish each of the final breaths of thin, dust-stained air going in
and out of his lungs.

The machines escorted him to a small room at the edge of the
compound. The boy was shocked by how quickly it all happened, the
androids shoving him into a bath of purple liquid before sticking a
small vial of liquid anesthesia into his arm.

The boy opened the eyes of the machine. Several other
propanebloods stood around him, their metallic strips fingering
over the jars of red arteries and thin tubes circulating lukewarm
blood on the table. He let the gaze of the machine bend towards the
vast cellar next to him. His body was suspended inside of a syrupy
green liquid. His skin was deflated and brittle as the mixture of
murky chemicals flowed into where the blood used to be. The upper
half of his face, including his eyeballs, were completely removed.
One of his arms had been partially severed so that the bone showed
through the mutilated body. Bands of pink muscle with tiny ribbons
of red were exposed where his tangerine skin had been torn off like
it was cloth. His jaw lay dropped and severed, several decaying teeth
swimming quietly around his cracked lips.

Flashes of static crossed his new gaze. The agglomeration of
wiring and steel where his brain was now imprisoned was difficult to
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move, almost like trying to manipulate a puppet made of aluminum
and copper. A thin window allowed for the faint magenta rays of the
sun to cut through the airless room. He let his steel arm reach out to
wade in the soft light, but he felt no heat.

The dusty, bitter wind no longer kissed his face. He felt
trapped in a coffin buried deep underneath a dense pile of black
soil. This is the future the man had told him. Moving was difficult,
and his brain ached and felt deflated as the nutrient-poor fuel was
the only thing sustaining it. The eyes of the machine glared at the
horizon. The sable sky seemed to grow smaller, the great open road
suddenly a fading mirage becoming lost in the thin rays of sunlight.
He had no feelings for other people, no drive to talk to other piles
of metal. A surge of fuel suddenly overcame his brain, making his
thoughts and murky perception even duller and darker. He was a
remnant of a corpse pretending to be alive.

The machine used to hate causing pain to other people, but
something about sticking his cold metal claw onto the warm flesh of
the scientist when he saw him at the spaceport felt natural. He had
followed him into the small chamber where he resided a few weeks
after the operation. He began by sticking his foot into the man’s
spinal cord, relishing the gushing blood and muscle. He slashed the
man’s back ruthlessness with the sharp metal talons until streams
of crimson blood covered every inch of flesh. He swiped at the
man’s orange cheek, causing three white teeth caked in blood to fall
onto the floor. Throughout most of the experience he couldn’t even
tell that he was causing pain to another human being; it felt like
shredding through paper. He was hungry for the blood, starving for
one last taste of it. Not even the soft flow of tears from the scientist’s
bleeding eyes or the sharp wails of searing pain reverberating from
his lungs could make the machine stop. He then walked away from
the man, as tears and gore covered the frail body.

He stepped out of the room, red liquid dripping from his
robotic talons. He wiped the blood off on the wall, realizing that he
had just committed an illegal act and should thus leave the planet
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before the other propanebloods could find out. He bought a ticket
and boarded an elevator to a ship destined for Europa as quickly as
possible. The elevator drifted smoothly as the machine looked down
at the bronze terrain, his mind well aware of why he had chosen the
icy moon of Jupiter.

The machine looked out the window of the ship. Europa was
like a silver earring dusted with rose pollen sinking into the ocean.
The swirling seas of mixing gases on Jupiter, which was perched
above the ship, seemed to let off a noise, one that sounded like a
stone being scraped on asphalt. A severe tenderness suddenly swept
through the shriveled brain tissue in the machine’s body, his vision
turning to an onslaught of static gray. His hearing sensors picked
up a noise that sounded like the scream of a child being scalded
alive, one so overwhelming that his brain lost control of the steel
surrounding it. He hit the floor of the ship just as it was touching
down onto a glossy piece of drifting ice over a dark sea below.

His brain woke up a few moments after the landing. He had
left his radio censors on, so they directly picked up the monstrous
music of the angry planet. He forced the mechanical body to stand
up, quickly positioning himself into a line of other disinterested
machines to exit the ship into the vast lobby of the spaceport. Cold
air, brewing in the deepest depths of the cosmos, gently flowed into
the dome of the lobby.

His eyes drifted across the many faces for the girl, but she
wasn’t in sight. He suddenly realized how alien he must have been
to the pale, purely-alabaster bodies walking before him. Most of
Europa was still organic, the Interplanetary Government having
devoted its efforts to converting the Inner Planets first. He wasn’t
entirely sure what still drove him to find the girl; after all, only a
body of flesh could have the feeling. It must have been some ancient
corner of his deflated, shriveled organ that allowed him to hold onto
the last specs of his humanity.

Then, across the sea of flesh, his eyes caught her, still the
same Europan girl that he had loved so strongly in the dark. It was
only for a fleeting moment, but the tingling feeling of warmth and
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light once again cascaded through the base of his mind. His brain
felt enveloped by the sweet, refreshing taste of blood and flesh for a
minute. But then, the reality of the rusting coffin of machinery now
encompassing him set in. He didn’t know whether or not to speak to
her. He stood there, his frail mind unable to decide whether to show
that he was an agglomeration of metal and wire.

Then, he saw something walking beside her. It was a young
boy, his hair a sea of sable black, his skin a delicate mixture of
rocky orange and ivory white. His eyes were large and they reflected
amber sparks of sunlight in their oily-black complexion. The boy in
the metal body suddenly felt a rush of energy flowing through him, a
surge of hope and life and love. He walked out across the darkness-
kissed ice to his son and the Europan girl.

The boy could tell by the darkening of the girl’s perceptive
eye that she knew who he was. Their son stared at him, his face a
mixture of two planets separated by billions of miles of darkness.
The girl glared at the boy for a long time before picking up their son.
There was a pause, a gust of cosmic cold cutting through the black.
And then they hugged, their love still cutting through the steel walls,
past the endless expanse of darkness between them. The metal
could not change who they were, glowing embers radiating in the
dark.

And so they flared as one spark across the sable night, their
afterglow staining eternity.
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Hunter Coppernoll

The dark elf climbs cautiously out from under a rock. The
ordinary boulder was actually a passage to the Underdark, a
horrible place where the despicable drow live. This drow, however,
was different. He was Aldrin Nightbreeze, a rare breed of drow.

He was rare because he had something nearly the entire drow
population didn’t have, a conscience. Aldrin snuck around the trees,
using his superior night vision to not step on any of the dry leaves
drifting down around him. Unexpectedly, a farmer ambushed him.
Coming from nowhere and knocking him out, the farmer chuckled.
“Heh! It thought I was dumb enough to not notice a tunnel right
below my favorite rock! I bet a fine prize will be in order for
“fighting’ you and taking you prisoner.” The muscular farmer said
to the unconcious elven form as he dragged it away effortlessly into
the night.

The sun rises over the town of Ravenhorn. A rooster
cries out in the distance, and the citizens start to shamble out of
their homes. The guards shout, “Brightsword Meeting!” and the
townspeople gather around the well. The guard captain, standing
on a small stool, proclaims, “By order of the king, all people living
in Ravenhorn under Brightsword’s jurisdiction are no longer
permitted to possess personal weapons.” Unhappy cries ring out
from the people while the guards keep the order. “Ha! Your king
doesn’t even trust you enough to give you weapons! How will you
defend yourselves now?” A sneer comes from across the river.

The Split Town Of Ravenhorn has been divided ever since
the civil war. One side of the river, in Brightsword, was the original
kingdom. They believed a congress of gods watched over them.
The side that ceded, Flameforge, worshipped a different, singular
god. The Brightsword priests demanded that the king squash
Flameforge’s religion, before it became a problem. The priests
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wanted to make sure they were kept in power through having the
populace worshipping the Brightsword pantheon. After many
attempts to “steer the masses back in the right direction” usually
involving discrimination, taxes, and punishments, the people who
worshipped the other god rebelled. They declared themselves
Flameforge, believing that this was just a “trial by fire”, sent by their
god. Flameforge was well prepared to rise up, and they realized that
Ravenhorn was the perfect choke point. Many battles took place
there, devastating the buildings. After crippling losses from both
sides, the two newly rivaling kings made peace. Ravenhorn was split
into two, and now is occupied by both sides.

The man who shouted disappeared into the Flameforge
crowd, eager to get away without punishment. Guards on both sides
can see that this will soon spiral out of control. Inevitably, both
the sides end up in a cacophony of hatred. Rocks, mud, and insults
were tossed back and forth between the sides. The guards were
trying to disperse the outraged citizens, but bottled tension is a very
strong force. Their attempts fail, for the crowd has the advantage
of sheer numbers. A loud clang rings through the air as the guard
captain slams his long spear against his metal shield emblazoned
with the Brightsword insignia, a sword pointing skyward with
clouds surrounding the tip, as if it was piercing the heavens. “Stop,
all of you! Disperse!” the guard captain attempts to shout over the
unbottled hatred of the citizens.

Suddenly, the Flameforge guards lower their spears into a
defense position, one that you’d use to receive an incoming cavalry
charge. A small thrust by each of them sends the Flameforge
populace taking a step back. Then the town is so abruptly silent that
it seems that everyone went deaf. The air is charged as a prison cart
trundles into town. The rickety wheels protest as they drag across
the cobbles. The cart was just the reminder that the guards were
looking for. “Disperse,” The guard captain shouts again. This time
the people slowly disappear off the streets, sending dirty looks at
the other side.

“I swear, one of these days we’ll get stampeded,” one guard
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whispers to another. “Religion shouldn’t go this far, that’s the
problem,” the other says. They stroll beside the cart, escorting it
into the prison. The first guard turns to the first, smacks the side
of the cart, and says, “I hope these ones get what they deserve.”
“Why they’re here of all places is the real question,” the second one
grumbles.

Aldrin wakes to a pound that’s right by his head. He flinches,
ends up hurting his head on the wall, and develops one giant
headache. Every time he tried to open his eyes a fresh blaze of pain
would crash into him. Did he run into a stalactite again? He was
always doing that, being lost in thought as he normally would. He
could tell that he was gagged and bound, so it probably wasn’t that.
He was shackled to the ground too, based on the lack of feeling in
his legs. Taking a beat to relax, he was able to hear some voices.

“I hope these ones get what they deserve,” A nasty sounding voice
said. Then another one complains, “Why they’re here of all places
is the real question.” The voices made him go rigid. Was he in a
human settlement? It sounded like it, so how did he get here?

Methodically cracking open his eyes a bit at a time,
eventually he found he was in a small cart with two others.
Judging by the shades of grey, it must’ve been pretty dark. Looking
around, he realized he was stuck in the cart like an arrow buried
feather deep inside a bulls-eye, along with two others. Aldrin
took a deep breath. This cannot be happening. This cannot be
happening! This cannot be happening! His thoughts slid into the
worst-case scenarios. What would they do to him? Torture him
for information? Slit his throat and parade him around? He was
going hysterical, but then he noticed his pendant was gone. This
undoubtedly made it worse. WHERE IS MY PENDANT? His brain
was shocked with terror. The pendant was his single most important
possession! He tried to take deep breaths, but his mind wouldn’t
calm down. His god gave him that pendant and his conscience,
and it would be disrespectful to lose either of them! Think Aldrin,
think! The memory came slowly, and revealed the cause of his
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predicament. He was coming out of the natural tunnel he found,
fleeing from the Underdark for good, when he was attacked. He
must’ve been caught by someone! One thing was for sure, this was
not going to end well.

The cart rattled to a halt, and Aldrin heard locks clicking.
Torchlight poured into the cart, and he was brutally forced out by
a human. A dimly lit room was ahead of him, as well as a small
assortment of what seemed to be guards. The one with the most
badges, presumably the leader, if human societies were anything
like the forbidden books he read, came forward to scrutinize him.
After a moment, the guard captain whipped around and said, “This
is our enemy.” Aldrin’s black-skinned ears burned with the fire
of shame. “This is the nasty specimen known as a drow. They are
selfish, demon-worshipping, destructive cousins of the elves,” the
Captain explained. Aldrin felt nearly sick at all of these insults. It
was because of these traits of the other drow that he’d left the drow
settlement when he was 80 years old, still a teenager.

A god had come to him in his sleep one night, and then the
next day he was suddenly feeling horrified at all the practices he
had originally tolerated. One week later, he fled the village, but was
pursued by soldiers, his father among them He didn’t stop running,
though, because sympathy wasn’t in the normal drow vocabulary.
He lived in the Underdark for 40 years, until he couldn't take the
abominations down there anymore which extended past the drow.
Some of the soldiers in front of him glared at Aldrin directly, while
others kept their eyes downcast, only trying to sneak peeks and
comprehend why the starvation-thin, black-skinned, sorry figure
was being thrown in prison and not being taken to a healer. "I'm not
like them!" Aldrin tried to say through the gag, but it just sounded
like, "Mmm mmph mmm mmph!!!" The leader chuckled at Aldrin.
"Take him to his 'accommodations," the leader instructed. Then,
promptly turning on his heel, he sauntered out, apparently ending
the conversation. All the guards sped away as well, except for two.
They grabbed Aldrin, but he didn't resist. His mind was already
working overtime, trying to figure out how he could escape, before
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whatever the punishment that would be coming came. Or before the
drow, with their massive network of connections, found him first...

By the time Aldrin woke up, he was in a cell, chained to

the wall. He was now ungagged, and unbound around the feet.

His arms were still restrained, though. Being stuck on the wall,

his arms had no feeling, and they were turning a grey color from
blood deprivation. The cell he was in was as equally as dingy as the
cart. There weren't other people in his cell, contrary to the cart.
The two voices he heard outside his cart earlier were still talking,
and they seemed to be debating something. They were just slightly
too far away for his sensitive ears to pick up the details, which was
probably on purpose. Aldrin tried to escape his restraints, but it was
just a pipe dream. His figure exhibits his torment from the many
years in the Underdark. It had taken its toll on him. Aldrin was out
of breath from that short time of semi-intense strain. Sitting on
the freezing floor, he tried to think his way out of the situation. It
was what he was the best at, besides getting himself into trouble,
apparently

The sound of boots slapping the stone met his ears. The
guards were walking his way! "I already told you, it's not our place
to question the charges!" The first raised his voice. "Brightsword has
a court for a reason!"

"The court must be wrong then! Why would an obviously
non-malevolent elf attack a farmer unprovoked?! They wouldn’t,
that’s why! At least not in their sorry condition!" The second one
protested. The first one then blew his lid, "IT DOESN'T MATTER IF
HE'S DIFFERENT! THAT'S THE LAW! AND THE LAW NEEDS TO
BE UPHELD!!!" The second one recoils, frightened by his friend's
outburst. After taking an extremely deep breath, the first guard
continues, "I know you think that everyone has a good side, but the
drow don’t have good sides. Like the captain said, they're selfish.
They only seek to rend and destroy. It's our job, no, it's our duty
to stop abominations like these. That's why our jobs even exist in
the first place. We keep the order, and protect the people from...”
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the first guard trails off as he notices Aldrin’s stare, glistening

with tears. The second guard looks at the pair of shining eyes too.
Grabbing a torch, he puts it in the scone nearby, so they can both
see. Aldrin knows the tears are streaming down his face, but he
doesn’t blame them. He was only a young elf, still trying to find his
way in a world that didn’t appreciate his species.Aldrin turns to the
first man, a dark-skinned, young individual, and whispers, “I am
different, you know.” The second, a middle-height tan man, with a
dwarven style beard, says, “See? Now he’s hurt. Not just condition-
wise, but emotionally too.”

“Well he’s still a drow.” the first one proceeds, very carefully.
“He probably stood by while his friends slaughtered our kind.”

“But you can’t blame him? If he did try to rebel, he would’'ve
been slaughtered, or had his true personality squashed.”

“Yes, you're right. I've heard the screams, but I can do
nothing to stop them. I hate it. I hate it so much.” Aldrin reassures
the men. “Resentment is corrosive, but I can’t do anything about it
right now. I have to find my path up here because in the Underdark,
all paths lead to one of two places, slaughter or being slaughtered.”

“The Underdark?” both of the guards say, looking at each
other.

“Yes. Did you really think that I was this thin through just
malnutrition? I only ate once, every other week down there!”
Aldrin’s temperament had flipped to the other side of the pain
spectrum. Aldrin’s childhood was a dam full of pain, and the guards
had just accidentally opened the floodgates. “That’s just talking
about the physical challenges. What about my sanity? There are
horrors down there that will break grown men. I've read about it.

It was mandatory. I was lucky to be alive, even at home because
I could never fit into their hierarchy. When I suddenly found I
was disgusted with them I became more reclusive, and there was
backlash for that. I had to turn to books as my so-called friends
attacked me because I wouldn’t flog a prisoner with them.”

Aldrin’s pain was cascading in a horrifying flood of pain,
suffering, and sadness. His childhood injustices a heavy drizzle,
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making it worse. “My parents didn’t care about me. They were too
busy trying to appease their stupid spider god. I found forbidden
books about the surface. I was whipped. Whipped for reading!!! I
couldn’t trust anyone because they knew I was different! Someone
tried to murder me, and I only survived because I stabbed them in
the knife arm with my brother’s rapier that he hides under his bed!
NOBODY WOULD HAVE CARED IF I HAD DIED THAT NIGHT!”
Aldrin screamed.

Both the guards were stunned at the spear of sadness that
had pierced their hearts. Aldrin’s flood had hit its climax, and
started to drain. “Nobody wanted me down there, so I left. I ran.

I ran and tried my best to survive. After a while, I wanted to see
some light, any light again after my last couple of torches ran out.
Wandering the tunnels in the dark, I was relieved when I found a
hole to the surface. I was attacked within a minute of coming up
here. My only friend was myself...” Aldrin whispered and bowed

his head, tears dripping from his face. He was spent, but his pain
was slightly alleviated. “That was...” the first guard tried to say, but
trailed off into a stunned silence. “That was a lot of honesty.” The
second finished for his friend. Apparently struggling within himself,
the second guard eventually pulled out his keys and unlocked

the door. He unshackled Aldrin, who looked up at the kind deed.
With his friend just staring on, stunned by Aldrin’s testimony of
mistreatment, the second man leads Aldrin to his things. “These are
rightfully yours.” he says, pulling out a backpack. “If we keep going
we can get your weapons and armor.”

Leading Aldrin through a large, square room with 3 hallways
leading off of it, one of which they just came from, they come up to
a room with a wood door. “Here we are.” The second states. Aldrin
starts into the armory room, when his sensitive ears pick up the
first guard whispering to the second. “I can’t do this. Please give me
some time to get out first.” Aldrin can hear it, but he doesn’t think
that the guards knew that. “Go. I'll make sure the elf gets out.” The
second guard reassures him. The sound of boots draw away from
the armory. There was almost a brotherly love there, one that Aldrin
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didn’t want to intrude on. He retrieves his rapier, originally his
brother’s, and his pendant. Relief filled him from head to toe as he
put it on. The pendant was entrusted to him by his god, the God Of
Knowledge.

“All right, let’s head off. I know a secret passage.” the
remaining guard said to him. Walking briskly, the two went back
to the cell block. Actually, it wasn't much of a cell block. It was just
3 rooms with shackles on the walls behind some bars. Going to
the left-most one, the guard took out his keys and gingerly opened
the door. With his darkness-penetrating eyes, Aldrin saw a figure
shackled to the wall. The human was asleep, but the way they slept
made them look ready to snap awake at any moment. The guard
warned Aldrin, “Try to stay a distance from the murderer. Unlike
you, he really is evil. He’ll grab your throat before you can shout for
help.” The guard massaged his neck in memory, and stepped quietly
over to the wall. He groped along it and asked politely, “Could I get
some light over here? Can’t see in the dark, you know.”

“Oh! Umm... Actually...” Aldrin took a deep breath,
concentrating the innate magic in his veins. Every drow could do
this spell, mostly in case they get into a fight with something nasty.

Aldrin spoke the word, “lights” in the drow dialect. Four
small, rainbow-colored glowing orbs solidified in the air. Each
was dim, but kept shifting colors like a disco ball. The murderer
bolted awake and glared at one what it manifested right by his
head. Aldrin, trying to concentrate, merged the lights into 2 orbs,
each one with the brightness of a torch. Aldrin and the guard now
had their own personal lights above their heads. “Okay. Now that’s
useful.” The guard, under the shine of the orbs, found a stone that
was out of alignment with the wall and twisted it. A section of
the wall slowly dropped away from its parent, and an odd tunnel,
presumably for service, stretched ahead. Aldrin stepped into the
tunnel that was gouged out of the surrounding rock, and truly began
his adventure. To (Possibly) Be Continued...
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The Will of Man
James LeFebvre

Darkness descends from the mountain heights, faster than the
swiftest eagle.

Man and beast alike cower and hide, they know what rides the
winds.

No moons rise to pierce the dark, no lights shine from the heavens.
All is dark, yet the will of man is strong. All is dark, yet stronger are
men when danger nears. Man and beast cower and hide, yet stands
fast one tall warrior.

A spear he holds in trembling hands, yet firm he stands as a boulder
sits within a river.

His will is strong and mighty within, he summons forth a flame.
The fire dances before his eyes, catching hold of his iron gaze.

The flame it lights the darkness, the flame it shatters the night.
“Rider of Winds, Demon of Night!” He calls in a voice both strong
and clear.

His cry rings through hollow trees, it flies swiftly to the Rider’s ears.
The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, she hears his daring cry.

A mighty gale she summons forth, a wind so strong the trees must
bow.

She tethers the wind and gathers the storm, using their strength she
speeds to face the man. “Who are you Child of Fools, who are you to
challenge the Rider of Winds?”

“I am Man,” he answers true, “I am Man and my will is strong.”

The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, her laugh rattles in the sky.
“Your will is weak, Child of Fools, your strength shall be broken and
made to bow.”

Man does not waver, he holds fast with courage gathered like a
cloak across his shoulders. “I am Man, my will is strong. You cannot
take it for I shall not fall.”

Man raises his spear, fire he summons to twist and dance around it.
Silver sparkles and ash wood shimmers, Man’s arms no longer
tremble.
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The will of Man is strong, yet stronger more when in front of danger
it stands.

Man he shouts, and his cry, it soars higher than the eagles fly and
farther than the winds blow. His cry is that of hope and sorrow; a
cry of death unknown and life uncared for.

He leaps high into the air, the fire dances about him, driving back
the darkness of night.

The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, her eyes grow wide and her
taloned hands shake.

“Who are you Child of Fools, who are you to bear such a will?”

“T am Man, and my will is strong,” his cry is louder yet, his spear
cutting the winds.

The fire it burns with a light brighter than day, the darkness of night
cannot stand.

Man dances the winds, his spear trailing paths of flame and ash.
“You cannot have my will, you can not take my strength!”

The spear, it lashes down. The silver blade, it pierces her flesh.
Screams of pain and furry rend the air, throwing Man back to the
ground.

The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, wails into the sky, blood
pulsing from her chest.

The blood, it stains the earth; a silver sheen to match the spear of
Man.

“Never again shall you hunt man’s will, Rider of Winds, Demon of
Night.

“Never again shall darkness bring fear and storms bring terror.”
Agony and pain leave her mouth, terrible tears of silver blood fall to
the ground.

The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night lies in darkness, the fire of
man no longer burning.

“Sleep well this night, Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, sleep well
this night.

“Never again shall you rise. Never again shall you ride the winds.
“Never again shall your cries fill the darkness. Never again shall
your talons tear the flesh of man.

“Never again while the will of man is strong, and stronger it now is.
“For light will give us strength, strength greater than anything
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before.”

Upon his words another flame awoke, a flame far greater than
before.

A fire so large, a fire so bright, a fire so hot it burnt away her corpse.
A sun rose high above the mountains, larger now that the Demon
had gone. Man he turns and opens his arms, warmth from the sun
now healing his tired bones. The heat, it does not burn him, for he is
man, and man is strong.

For the will of Man endures both night and day, both cold of
darkness and heat of light. Man, he cries out beneath the light, his
voice a song of joy and hope.

“Darkness is dead, terror has fallen. Rise now my brothers and
gather your strength! “Rise now my sisters to welcome the light, rise
now to sing our victory.”

Around Man his kin arise, both man and beast alike creep from
their holes. They feel no fear as the light strikes them, for nothing
can hide beneath the sun. Yet lights fade, and days end, the suns
fall, and the moons rise.

So the will of Man grows weak, The strength of Man grows frail.
Time passes him by and steals away his youth, leaving arms weaker
than a babe. His spear, he can no longer wield. His fire, he can no
longer call forth.

For the will of Man is weak, and weaker still as the ages pass.

Sun falls and moons hide their eyes, and darkness descends from
the mountains. Swifter than the eagles the darkness soars, blacker
than anything upon the earth. Winds, too, sweep down upon the
land, great gaels bringing fear to Man.

For the will of man has grown weak, and weaker still within the
dark.

The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night rises again, rises again to seek
revenge. She rises from within the ashes which lie upon the silver
stained grass.

She rises high into the night sky, gathering winds about herself she
is held aloft. “Where is Man?” She asks of the night, “Where is the
Child of Fools with fire and spear? “Where is man with his strength
of will? I have come back to break that will!” The Rider of Winds,
Demon of Night, she rides the storms to the place where before she
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met man. “Where is Man?” she cries into the night. “Where are you
to face me again?” Yet silence is her only response, for the will of
Man is now weak.

For Man now hides as his brothers once hid, beneath the ground,
hidden from her gaze. He cowers and fears, he trembles and hides,
never again can he face the winds. The Rider of Winds, Demon of
Night, she stands upon the earth and cries. She cries for the Child of
Fools, the Man who killed her so long ago.

She cries out for him to face her once again, yet his will is broken.
The wind howls and tears the land. The storms bend the trees and
break their bows. The darkness surrounds and swallows the land,
no longer shall the sun rise. Yet one light flickers, a small candle’s
flame, yellow and red in color.

One small flame called forth to combat the darkness, one small
flame to illuminate the night. “Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, I
have come to face thee as my father once did!” One man steps froth
from his hidden burrow, one man steps into the wind.

His thin arms hold fast to a spear, a silver point and ash-wood stave.
“Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, here I am to face thee!”

“What are you, Son of Cowards, what are you to face me in place of
Man?” The Rider of Winds, Demon of Night, her shrill cry is flung at
him.

“I, too, am Man, younger yet bolder, smaller yet stronger.

“I, too, am Man, and my will is strong, stronger than Man before
me, yet weaker as well. “My will is not iron, to stand fast yet to be
eaten away with time.

“My will is a tree, swaying with the winds, yet standing firm
throughout the storm!” His words, they ring like crystals, tones of
purest life which ride the winds. His words, they carry to the forests,
where trees stand tall, unbowed by wind. His words, they carry to
Man, who lies beneath the ground.

His words, they carry strength and hope to Man, who raises again
his head. “We are Man, Man’s will is strong, and stronger still in the
face of danger.”
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Diplomatic Cosplay
Jade Thomas

1. Motion to Open Debate

You know, for all the insults that people push towards cosplay,
there are a surprising number of American high school students
that participate in Model United Nations. It’s literally diplomatic
cosplay sans the creepy emoticons and heavily filtered pictures.
Like, if I went around saying that I am the physical embodiment
of the nation of Belgium that’s socially acceptable, but someone
dresses up as Sailor Moon to run errands and suddenly there’s
discourse. I think the real United Nations should amend that.

Anyway, I'm at Model UN right now.

I'm a part of one of those ECOSOC thingies that are really
important, maybe. The first session was yesterday and let me tell
you, I think if some kids were given the choice between passing a
resolution or never having to worry about money ever again, they’d
be broke every day of their lives.

A resolution is like when you’re playing Subway Surfers and you're
supposed to get enough letters to spell a daily word but you keep
running into the trains or getting caught by the cops, so it’s a couple
of days before you can spell a full word. Yeah. That’s pretty much
how it goes.

I'm left in this committee room by myself because my partner said
they felt a little pukey, and I have emetophobia and forced them to
leave the room. It'd sound insensitive if he didn’t look like Shrek in
the face.

We’re not bad at MUN. We're also not trying to be the next
Desmond Tutu so we often need a bit of help with clauses and all of
that. I think clauses are stupid. You have to word them like you're
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begging the sovereign for an execution pardon or something. You
shouldn’t have to be fluent in feudalism English to solve sexism?!!
Hello???

So the resolution writing is fine. The people, however...

The first session of the committee opens with the chair banging her
gavel and smirking at her laptop with ACLU stickers pasted all over
it before saying, “Are there any motions at this time?”

Like a hundred placards shoot up. Jesus. There only needs to be one
motion to open debate. Who the hell is that horny to open debate?

I mean, I raised my placard too, but still...
“Yes, delegation of Belgium?”

I lowered my placard and tried really hard to sound diplomatic.
“Motion to open debate?”

Except when I said it I sounded like freaking Linguini from
Ratatouille when he saw Remy cooking an omelette.

“Any other motions at this time?” No placards. “All those in favor of
opening debate please raise your placards.”

Another wicked placard party. MUN was full of diplomatic
pheromones.

“This motion passes.” The chair types something on her laptop. I
have no idea what she would even type. Maybe something like: The
delegates have decided to open debate. I'm missing two full days
of very expensive classes that my parents are paying for to watch
teenagers argue about stuff that isn’t real. Need to Venmo my
roommate for the iced coffee from yesterday.
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Blah, blah, blah, debate starts, I go up to speak, I get a bajillion
notes when I come back to my seat because I'm a freaking genius,
the girl sitting next me asks me to help prank the chair, I say yes,
wait what?

“Why do you want to prank the chair?” I whisper as I try to
multitask between my gazillion fan letters and the very pressing
issue of an adult getting the bajeezus scared out of them.

“Oh, I'm so rude,” She sticks her hand out. “Delegation of Mexico.”
Ah yes, that will definitely help me identify her in the future, way
better than any, I don’t know, government name could. (Later, at
lunch, I tried to get her attention in this pizza shop two blocks from
the hotel. I yelled “Mexico!” and four kids stared at me expectantly
and one very, very angry Mexican woman threatened to beat me
down where I stood.)

“Okay, Mexico. Why the hell do you want to prank our chair?” I nod
at our chair who is currently fiddling around on a Nintendo Switch.
Jesus. “She’s very, uh, non-suspicious.”

“She’s an alum from our school. During her senior year she was
such a massive try-hard she got the club suspended for a year.”
“I don’t know much about your school but that doesn’t sound bad?”

“She called the delegation of Comoros an insufferable, brain-dead,
pair of cowardly dolts that bowed before the intellectual prowess of

half of the committee.”

I jerk my head towards the dais. The chair was now eating a Luna
bar. “Her?”

Mexico nods sadly. “Yeah, she’s a beast when she flips a switch.”
To be fair, I found that hard to believe considering she looks and
talks like she avoids groups of teenagers in the mall and probably

sleeps in socks. “Hm. Interesting.”
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“So, will you help me?”

Here’s the thing: I kinda still had to carry my delegation to victory
because my partner was still presumably very pukey out in the
hallway. But, I was getting bored of carrying the entire committee
on my shoulders and this chick seemed very serious. So, I said yeah,
you know, like an insufferable, brain-dead, cowardly dolt.

Oops.

2. Working Paper

“You’re gonna do what?”

I lean against the doorway and roll my eyes so far back, my skull
feels like a Ferris wheel. “I'm going to prank the chair. I know you
heard that, I'm almost certain I have clear diction.”

My other half of the delegation of Belgium is currently scowling
from his bed. His roommate (who is also a part of a delegation

of Mexico) is lingering by the window, trying desperately not to

breathe in any dangerous pathogens.

“Sam, I'm gonna be back in committee tomorrow. Don’t do anything
to mess up our chances to get an award.”

“Hey, Daniel?”

Other Mexico looks up at the sound of my voice. “Yes?”

“Beat it. I'll need to handle this.”

“Are you gonna- are you gonna hurt him?” Other Mexico looks at
me like I'm a high ranking member of Al Capone’s crew and just
shot his shoulder on Valentine’s Day. (I barely clear five feet and I'm
built like an eight year old boy. An ant could bully me and I'd never
fight back.)
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“Daniel, leave.” Other Belgium says. “She’s trying to corrupt me.
Corruption is a private matter.”

Daniel flushes a deep red. “You're not gonna do weird stuff are
you?”

Daniel is so annoying. I suddenly have the urge to call in the
Peacekeeping Corps (my strong feet) and escort him out (kick his
teeth out). “Daniel, just clear out.”

Daniel clears out (“You're a bully and that’s why we didn’t add you
to the MUN dinner groupchat.” “Well thank God for that...”) and

I begin my desperate plea to Belgium to, you know, live a little.
“Listen, Milo, I promise we won’t get in trouble. It’s seriously just a
prank. Mexico said she wouldn’t like, break her shit or injure her or
anything.”

Milo burps a little, I jump back, and he sighs. “Chill. I've already
puked all my organs out. You know I like pranks, right?”
“Hmm.”

“And I love MUN.”
“Hmm-”

“So this better be a once in a lifetime, unforgettable, remarkable
prank. Seriously, Sam. I want a Reddit thread written about this.”

“Milo, come on. I always place my bets on the right horse.” Then,
“What you have isn’t contagious, right?”

MUN season is in the wintertime. It’s quite diabolical to have these
huge conferences with thousands of teenagers when it’s Hard-
Nipple-Freezing outside and monochrome. But teenagers are rarely
deterred by anything so the hotels end up being emptied after all.
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The park in the city is pretty nice if you ignore the Hard-Nipple-
Freezing and the gray color palette. Mexico recounts her entire plan
to me and Milo after lunch the next day, full of details, and song
cues, and dramatic pauses. I eat an entire cup of gelato through the
whole thing. Milo mostly pays attention.

Milo hums deeply at the end of her spiel. “Interesting. You want
to send resolutions up to the dais that have nothing to do with the
topics?”

“Yes. For today’s session at least.”

“And send notes up to the chair in Klingon?”

“That one is subject is to change.”

“And you want to place an alarm clock underneath the table of the
dais that goes off every twenty minutes?”

“Yup.” At that moment her phone rings. “Yeah, I'll be there. Give me
like ten minutes.” She turns to us. “Hey, I've gotta head back, our
advisor wants to have a meeting with us. Text me before session,

okay?”

When she leaves, Milo turns to me. “What do you think, Miss
Genius?”

I gag. “Don’t call me names.”
“But seriously, what do you think?”

“I don’t know,” I say truthfully. “I thought it’d be a good idea. But
that first part... it doesn’t sit right with me.”

Milo nods. “I agree. She wants to get a ton of signatories on an
actual resolution, then change parts of it before sending it to the

dais, and switch out the sponsors. That sounds like sabotage, Sam.”
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Mexico is truly diabolical and I can’t believe my dud of a partner
figured it out before I did. That conniving witch in Tory Burch and
Michael Kors! “What do we do?”

“We definitely can’t go along with her plan. I don’t know right now,
though. I'm sleepy and want to take a nap before our next session.
Let’s head back.”

We get back to the hotel after having to trudge through the Hard-
Nipple-Freezing weather outside. Daniel is in the lobby, seemingly
waiting for us.

“There you guys are! Where’d you go for lunch?”

“Oh, we just went with this girl in our committee. The delegation of
Mexico,” I spot her near the elevator bank. “There she is, in the red

coat.”

Daniel sees her and visibly pales. “Sam.”
“What?”

“Please don’t tell me you've allied yourself with that authoritarian
monster with a high ponytail.”

I look at Milo and he has the same expression on his face.. “Do you
know her?”

“Yeah, Drew and I allied with her and her partner at the last
conference and she took our names off the sponsors list and they
got Best Delegate.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” Daniel says dejectedly. “Like half of our club got awards and
we didn’t. We felt like idiots.”

I clap Daniel on the shoulder. “Aw buddy, that sucks. But Milo and
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I don’t have time to build up your ego,” I grab Milo’s hand and drag
him towards the elevators. “Let’s go.”

“What’s your plan?” Milo whispers once we’re in the crowded
elevator.

“It’s a hot war now. What do you think my plan is?”
3. Motion to Open Voting Procedures

The thing is, Milo is really good at MUN. Way better than me, even.
I can go on and on about how I'm a genius, which I am, but Milo is
really, very smart. And Milo cares a lot about MUN. Anyone with
two working human eyes and a decent amount of common sense
can see that. Yeah, Milo can be a whiny little particle, like 70% of
the time, but he isn’t ruthless. Not like me, anyway. Not like Mexico.

So I put the pieces together. She remembered Milo and I from the
last conference when we won Best Delegate. She saw an opportunity
and she’s attempting to take it. She’s certainly not smart, however.

I put the pieces together with one person recognizing her. God. If
you’re not smart why the hell do you do MUN? At that point just go
do real cosplay!

The third session of the conference begins right after lunch and
Mexico is on the prowl.

“Hey, Belgium,” She grins when she sees us. She’s a ruthless
predator. The blood of thousands of unsuspecting MUN members
are smeared across her frankly, quite crooked teeth. “This is my
partner. She was pretty much speaking for all of the last session so I
didn’t know if I had introduced you guys yet.”

Her partner looks like a hostage. Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.
What if that’s all part of the act? My God, maybe she isn’t so dumb...

“Nice to meet you,” I say. “Is she caught up?”
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Mexico nods swiftly. “Yep. All up to speed. It’ll be so funny.”
“Hm. I bet.”

Milo nudges me. “They’re voting on the speakers' list. You wanna
go together?” His eyes shine with the poison of competitiveness
(Bars!). Slaughter, slaughter, slaughter.

The rest of the session passes by with actual resolution writing,
speeches, and tons of people going out to the hall to research.

“Wouldn’t it be better if I saved the real resolution to my laptop? My
laptop is basically fully charged. Yours looks a little low,” Mexico
says.

Milo doesn’t even look up and pulls a laptop charger from his bag.
“Don’t worry about it.” Aw, they grow up so fast. Did you hear that
bite? He almost sounded like me!

“Okay, I just sent the fake ones to the dais,” I say. “It should be good
to go.”

I lean over to Milo. “Did you send the real one?”

“Hmm, a couple of minutes ago,” Milo whispers. “I'll speak on its
behalf.”

“Ooh, we have the first draft of resolutions up here already!” The
chair cheers into the mic. “Lex, could you project the first one?”

Mexico’s dumbass resolution is the first one up there. It’s about
outlawing the term weeb or something like that. I don’t know, she
thought of it.

“Um, the topics are about universal protections to fight violence
against women,” The chair says quietly into the mic. “Who were the

sponsors for this?”
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The AC tells her and the chair says, “Mexico, come see me after the
committee session.”

Mexico blanches and turns towards me and Milo. The rabies must
be getting to her because she’s foaming at the mouth practically.
“You_ ! ”»

“I sent three. Don’t worry. That was just the first.”

The other two drafts roll in (one about Neopolitan ice cream being
changed to Napoleon ice cream, and another on if real people lived
in Norway and the effects of launching an investigation to find out)
and Mexico is basically in tears. The chair is livid and the AC seems
to be live tweeting the whole thing.

Milo and I’s resolution gets some friendly amendments suggested,
but it basically makes it through the first round! Everyone is excited
to pass this resolution tomorrow. Except Mexico.

“Why did you do that?” Mexico seethes after the session ends. “We
had a deal.”

“A deal I didn’t like. Even if we did stick to the plan someone else’s
name would have been on that and they would’ve taken the fall. And
knowing you, it probably would’ve been us.”

“MUN is all about playing dirty!”

“MUN is about learning the tools to be activists in the future, not
screw over hard working kids, you freaking weirdo,” Milo spits out.

“You ready, Sam?”

“Hm. See you tomorrow, Mexico. You really are an insufferable,
brain-dead, cowardly dolt.”

(As Milo and I walk out, we catch the conversation between the
chair and Mexico.
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“You’re my sister, Bella! Why would you do that? You're such an
embarrassment.”

“Sister?” Milo and I gasp. Were they in kahoots?

“I didn’t think it would backfire,” Mexico sniffles pathetically. I
almost feel bad. Almost.

“Well, it wasn’t a good plan to begin with. Did you not learn
anything from my over competitiveness in high school?”

“At least she’s not a total liar then,” I acknowledge. “Her sister
must’ve been just as much of a menace.” “Smarter, though,” Milo
remarks.

“Definitely smarter.”)

4. Motion to Close Debate

The delegation of Mexico wasn’t allowed to vote for the rest of the
conference. Milo and I won Best Delegate (big surprise) and so did
Daniel!

Turns out that Milo’s stomach bug was contagious. I accidentally
got pukey all over Mexico at the closing ceremony. It wasn’t like I
was an easy two feet away from a trash can and definitely could have

made it there in time. Not at all.

Oops.
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Tiffany Yeung

Excerpt

Chapter 1:
Kaguya

“No one knows who the Red Fox is. All they know is that she wears
a mask of black and red porcelain and robes of silk. In her hands,
there are white blades stained with blood. Her eyes are the most
vivid red....Some say she is Empress Akane reborn.”
-Crown Prince Ryota

The first thing you should know about me is that I hate beige.
When they first put me in this closet of a cell, they told me brown
would drive me crazy. I scoffed.

Fool!

By my extremely rough calculations, I've been stuck here
for two years. Now, I wouldn’t say it’s the worst cell. I even have
enough space to walk three steps.

The only problem is the wallpaper.

It wasn’t so bad the first few months; I only bemoaned the
use of such a pattern. Then the mustard pattern seemed to morph
into some familiar faces. I didn’t consider it a problem until they
spoke. Over the last 100 days, I've held daily conversations with the
faces. Today is the face of my father, Soryo.

“You're looking rather yellow today,” I say.

He blinks. “I don’t think I can change that.”

I pull my legs to my chest. The cot beneath me creaks with
the movement. I rest the back of my head against the wall as I eye
his sad looking face. Of all of the people I see, he’s my least favorite.

“What do you want?”

He blinks at me.

“Why did you leave me here?”

His mouth is a faint crease in the wall. He doesn’t open his
mouth. He never does when I ask him the real questions. Did you
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send me into a trap? Are you the reason why your other children are
dead? Where are you? Why haven’t you rescued me?
Did you leave me here to die?

I swallow. “You could have saved me.” I can feel warm tears
prick my eyes. “Why didn’t you take me out of this place?”

The face disappears back into the wall.

I lift my head and wipe my eyes. Maybe I've been fed
hallucinogens. Or I'm going crazy. I would hope it’s the first. I'm
talking to people in the wall so either the world turned magical or
my brain is fried.

The lights dim until the corners of the cell are pools of
shadows. I turn to my wall of scratched lines. I rest my cheek
against the cold wall. Using my fingernail, I carve in the pale mark
for today. Day 730.

Maybe I'm imagining people because I'm lonely. I haven’t
spoken to anyone real for a long time. From what I can tell, all I've
had is me, myself, and I. The guards only come in if I do something
that harms myself.

I'm sure they will kill me at some point.

To be fair, I do have a habit of killing a few of them every
month. It’s hard staying in the same, tiny cell for several hundred
days without snapping. Evidently, my father won’t help me and
maybe even betrayed me to the authorities. I glance at the shackles
on my wrists. I can’t survive for much longer. Not like this.

Today, my 730th day, is my escape. Or I'll die trying.

I look up at the beige ceiling as I step off my rather delicate,
putrid green cot. I cringe as my feet make contact with the cold
floor. I have to resist the urge to yelp. Alright, I can do this. Just a
few steps.

I do a walk similar to that of a half dead android, halting
steps with my head in my shoulders. I lean against a wall until the
biting cold turns into a numb stabbing. Then I roll over in a move
as graceful as a dying seal. Almost there. I plant my feet against the
wall and brace my hands on the opposite sides of my head. My nose
is inches from the wall.

I can do this. Come on, it shouldn’t be this hard. This is not
the worst experience I've gone through. I had to break out of a cage

172



Verge

once when I was five! I finally move my eyes down.

I lift my head back. I take a deep breath and slam my head
into the brown. Stars cover my vision, the bruised orbs floating
around as I bash my head in again and again. Oh stars, this is awful.
But at least it wakes me up. If I keep this up

My hair is yanked back. I grunt, my pasty hands scrambling
against smooth armor. Haha! It worked! The man drags me against
him, a shiny, white gun placed against my temple.

Well, this wasn’t part of it.

“When did this happen?” I tap the silicone shell of the gun.
Last I checked, guns were not a thing for guards.

His hand twists my arm out of its socket in a loud pop. They
definitely fed me something.

I pout, the stars already fading. “I'm just curious.” The guard
doesn’t even answer. I sigh. “Are you still on orders to keep silent?
You're not even surrounded by the others.” I narrow my eyes as my
hands settle on his leg. “Did you think it would be so easy?”

The man shifts.

I plunge a hair stick into his thigh. The metal gleams in
the fabric seam between two plates, so long and frail I thought it
would snap in half when I held it in my hands two seconds ago. He
flinches, enough time for me to grab his gun. I tap the screen. A
password key appears.

“You have got to be kidding.” I press the reset password
button. A lengthy list of boxes appear. “Was this purposefully
designed to be impossible?” I half shout. I lob the heavy gun at his
head.

Crack!

I wince. I hope the gun is fine. The guard ends up collapsing
on the ground. I grab the gun and turn it over in my hands. There
isn’t a giant crack running through it or anything. I glance at the
collapsed guard. It must have been his head that cracked. I bend
down and check his pulse. He’s still alive. I shrug and stick my
hands through his pockets.

“You know, I’'m not very fond of my hands getting dirty. I like
my work to be clean.” I find an apple in his pants. I take a bite out of
it. Then I lean close to his ear. “Do you know how hard it is to hunt
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through your pockets with manacled hands? I rattle the chain. My
hands close around a metal object that I pull out of his pants and
hold up.

A key!

Password: KING AVATAR 4821

This is an unusually lucky day for me. Seriously though,
KING AVATAR? Just add crown and I have the most common
galaxy account name in history; which also happens to be a criminal
username. Knowing the guards, I wouldn’t be too surprised.

With a sigh, I type in the password. The screen turns blue as
I finish the apple. I throw the core away. Then I stand up, shaking
my half numb feet as I glance to the wide open entrance. Then, I
take a step towards the door. How has no one come in? I pause. I'm
forgetting something. I backtrack, my chains rattling as I aim the
gun at the metal knot embedded in the wall.

I feel it before I see it. A deep, vibrating heat, the kind that
really makes me want to run and scream for help. A huge beam of
orange white light shoots out, surrounding the knot as it crumbles
to ash. The ends of my chain fall, scorched. I stare at the gun as the
light fades. What is the royal family giving soldiers these days?

I glare at the unconscious man when I approach.

“I am beyond offended that you would try to incinerate me,”
I say as I rummage yet again through his pockets. I find the keys to
both my manacles. They look more like two grey carp on my wrists
than pieces of metal. I hold up my wrists. One of the fish blinks.
This is the third time I've seen fish on my wrists.

“You've fed me something, haven’t you?”

No answer.

I glare at the corpse and shoot a beam at him.

The prison has not changed one bit. There are still endless
halls of pink and green and orange, random streaks of white and red
cutting across pure white floors and ceilings. If I didn’t know better,
I would say I was in a Pizzicato mansion or some ‘edgy, nouveau art
movement.” Well, except for the red lights shining down on me. And
the super loud alarm. Really, Madame Aurelia is far too dramatic
for a prison warden. She already dresses like a fashion designer who
has way too much time.
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At least there’s no beige.

Then again, if it weren’t for her fetishes for color and abstract
art, I wouldn’t have been able to get my hairstick (which had the
misfortune of serving in her grey hair).

I creep in the shadows of the hall. Not that it matters since
I'm wearing a stark white jumpsuit. The gun is also the same shade
of white, so bright that it hurts my eyes. The occasional blast of
sound and marching boots echoes around certain corridors. I make
sure to steer clear of those areas.

I know nothing about the floorplan of this place. I barely
even know where I am. I have slim to no chance of getting help or
hiding from the extensive security of this place. They only send the
worst prisoners here.

I look down at the screen of the gun. I play with the screen as
I step through a set of doors. I frown at the electronic diagram of the
sun’s cycle. Apparently, these things require solar or lunar energy.
And its former master was stupid enough to miss the past few full
moons and sunrises... I look up from the gun.

Oh wow.

I hide behind a pile of boxes and crawl under a tarp. A few
guards are chatting as they throw pieces of meat down a huge pit...

The bodies land with a squelching sound. A guard peeks
down, his ruddy face squinting into the dark.

“I can’t see them,” he says, his voice thick with a gruff
Uranian accent. A woman beside him makes a disgusted sound.

“They don’t put lights down there for a reason,” she says in
an extra loud voice. The other guards chuckle as his face turns red.
Poor guy. The woman turns to the other guards. “Hurry up. The
dogs will be here soon enough.”

DOGS?

With a face, I move away from the boxes, eyes on the group.
They’re too busy chatting and lifting bodies to notice. Well, except
for the ruddy-faced guard. His eyes widen and he opens his mouth-

The same woman from before roughly elbows him away. He
is, unfortunately, standing at the edge of the very narrow ramp. He
falls off the ramp, screaming. His screams bounce off the wall like
some creepy ghost before fading. The group stops for a moment.
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The woman lifts up her hands.

“I never liked him anyway,” she says. The guards somehow
all take this as an appropriate answer and continue dragging
bodies out of the cart. I slip away, out into the hall. The man is still
screaming.

Talk about workplace problems.

I turn back to the door. A control pad is next to it and it’s
flashing green as it counts down...

I poke the screen. The green disintegrates into a blood
red screen. Oops. The doors close and are suddenly encased with
another set of much sturdier (and somewhat battered) set of doors.
I back away as the guards suddenly stop talking. Quick footsteps. A
curt knock.

“Whoever did this, this is not funny! Open the doors right
now or I will throw you in,” the woman shouts.

“What a tyrant,” I scoff.

“Who are you,” she demands.

“Someone you should be thanking your lucky stars for.”

“For what?” I smirk, my eyes straying to the timer. 10
seconds....

“You would have had a much longer death in my hands.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Nope.”

“My name is Astadia Mavel of the 15th Regimen that sacked
Jupiter in the First War. I survived the guerilla war in the Arctic
Valley and the Blood Charge. You will not survive if you cross me.
Open the door.”

“Yeah, no.” 6 seconds.....

“And you’re probably just some worthless recruit.” 4
seconds.... “Where did you come from? Earth? Was your father
some thief and your mother a drunk?”

I flinch. “I'm an orphan.”

A pause. Then a light chuckle from the other side. “You really
are nobody.”

“I'm sure you would know who I am.” The screen flashes red
as the timer fades. “But it seems that you don’t have the time.”

“Warning,” a robotic voice says, “All personnel must leave
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the hall in case of emergency. Do not go into the disposal chamber
until it is safe to do so. Warning— ”

I can practically taste her shock and then poignant fear, and
can’t help but begin to laugh.

“LET US OUT,” she roars. It’s rather high pitched. I suppose
I would panic too if I was stuck there too. I hear her ramming
herself against the door. It doesn’t budge.

I feel my lips stretch into a big smile. “Sorry, but I don’t want
to get stuck in there either. And it looks like I can’t open the door.” I
shrug apologetically.

The sound of a baying howl cuts through.

I back away as the screams begin.

The second thing you should know is that I hate traitors.

FhKeK¥

I know they are watching me. The cameras are everywhere
and I have conveniently not run into a single patrol group. I'm also
spotlighted like a saint in church. I am so tempted to shoot the
spotlight, even though I would probably miss. I wander the halls,
even whistling. I haven’t seen anyone. I look down.

My hands are red.

I lift up my right hand. The blood coating my hand goes up
to my bony wrist. It shines in the light. I rotate my wrist and narrow
my eyes. Would it be bad to say that I can’t tell if this is real or not?

I look up from my hand. I'm on a walkway several dozen feet
from the ground. Railings up to my waist line the walkway. Surely,
the guards know I'm here. I suppose there’s only one way to find
out. I take a deep breath.

“SHOW YOURSELVES YOU COWARDS!”

I hear something whistle through the air.

I hop away. The blade slams into the concrete ground behind
me, inches away from my ankle. I whirl, gun aimed at the strange
person stuck to the wall....

“What are you?” And is it just me, or does he have wings?

He jumps away, narrowly missing the beam. He lands on
a metal rail with unsteady feet. I take the time to wrap my other
hand around the blade, gritting my teeth as I pour my strength into
pulling out a cheap sword
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It doesn’t move.

I throw down the gun and it clatters to the floor. Come on! It
suddenly gives way. I glare at the shiny surface. “If you are too late
next time, I am not going to thank you. Thanks.”

The blade folds and nods. “No problem,” it says.

Oh dear. 1 stare at the blade. It’s stopped moving. After a
moment, I pick up the gun. The bat guy hops down from the railing.
He’s wearing a red mask.

I raise an eyebrow as I shoot another sunbeam.

He falls off the walkway.

I wait. “That’s it?!” I shout. “Come on.” I blink and look down
at the sword. No, that happened. I pick up the sword. My hands are
no longer red.

The sound of boots makes me turn. A line of ten men have
their swords up, a few even holding up their own guns. And they all
look more than a little bit terrified. And where is the bat?

“Is this seriously your last defense?” I say flatly to the man
in the middle. He’s portly, dressed in a stiff blue and white uniform
that jingles every time he moves.

“We will fight to the bitter end to defend the common people
of the Kurusa Empire from you,” he says with a twist of his mouth.

“They look terrified.”

He turns red as Martian soil.

I survey the assembled men. “Where are the women?”

“Women shouldn’t be fighting-”

“Shut it,” I say with a sigh.

The men are quaking at my gaze.

He takes a step forward.

I hold up a hand. “Give me a moment.”

He glares. “It would be a disgrace to allow such a prisoner to
flee without any fight on our part-"

I glare and whip out my sword.

They take a large step back.

“What are you doing!?”

They shuffle forward, heads down.

The man glares at me. “You are not going to flee. Face us
honorably!”
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I lower my sword and put my hands on my hips. Excuse me?
“In what world do you expect a starring convict to fight honorably?
And furthermore, flee? I am not fleeing. I am escaping. Those are
two very different things.”

He lifts his sword. “It makes no difference to me.”

“Of course it doesn’t. If I let you live you're just going to call
me a coward who got lucky in her escape.” I toss the gun. “And
where are we exactly? Because I need to have a serious talk with
Madame Aurelia about prison security.”

“We will never let you go,” he said, “We were been trained in
the ways of the Solar Guard-"

“Right.”

“CHARGE!”

“Hey!”

The guy has the nerve to roar like an overgrown wild child.

I sigh. “I warned you.” One of the many rings on his
bejeweled finger catches the light— a metal band with a small
emerald triangle in the center. I narrow my eyes as I drop my gun.
“Did you steal my ring?”

“Any property of prisoners belongs to the prison,” he says as
he slams his blade against mine.

I glare. “I am going to kill you.” I kick his belly. He doesn’t
move. Great.

I jump back. He stumbles. I swipe my gun from the floor and
aim it at him. It shoots a clean hole through his forehead. He falls
to the floor with a plat. I yank the ring off his pudgy fingers before
looking at the other guards.

They take a large step back.

I take a moment to just survey their trembling forms. I really
wish I had the time to properly dispose of them. But I'm a fugitive in
a high-security prison. So I smile and raise my gun. “Who’s next?”

Kk KK¥

I'm bleeding.

Someone nicked my cheek! I stumble past the fallen guards.
The metal doors swish open, revealing another hallway. I groan,
bracing myself against the wall as a bout of stars fills my vision.
The spotlight is stabbing my eyes. I throw a dagger at the light and
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it dies. Darkness spreads. I breathe a sigh of relief. Stars, I hate
spotlights.

I put a hand to my cheek. The cut doesn’t feel too bad. It
stings a little but it could be worse. I look around. The hall seems to
end with three, large doors. I chew my lip. Those doors could lead
to individual cells housing prisoners like me. As much as I’d like the
company, I'm not deperate enough to want to meet someone like
me right now.

“Is she here?”

I stiffen and turn. Who’s there?

I can make out two bulky looking figures at the end of the
hall. They’re probably wearing some sort of armor. One of them
shines a pale beam of light in the darkness around me. The light
reflects off of the black plexiglass of their helmets. They’re definitely
guards. But are they here for me or someone else?

I crouch low to the floor. I aim my gun at them.

One of them sighs. “I don’t see anything.” The guard taps the
side of their helmet. “Can you hear me? Hello? She isn’t here.” The
guard glances at their partner. “They want us to move west.”

The other one nods. “Good idea. There will be a unit closing
in on this location in a few minutes.”

The two move off to the direction I came from.

I pout. I thought we were about to have a real standoff. I get
up, wincing at the cramping in my legs. Then I turn to the doors.
There’s going to be more guards. I can find someone else to fight
later.

The doors are all a head taller than me. Each one of them has
a lock where a door knob would be. I pause in front of the middle
door. Maybe this will lead somewhere. I glance back at the direction
of the guards. As much as I want to fight someone, I should
probably try to leave as quickly as possible. Bat Guy might show
up again. Or maybe my gun will sing. I shoot a beam at the lock. It
melts and a sizzling, orange hole reveals darkness. I kick the door
open. It slams into the wall.

I just hope I won’t die here in the dark. This isn’t going to be
my end, right? That would be such a boring ending. The Red Fox
dies all alone in the prison. I grimace and turn on the screen of my
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gun. “Hello?” I flash the bright screen on the back of the gun across
the room. I see a mirror image of my own room but with three times
the width. That is so unfair! How is there so much space here? I
frown as I swing my gun around. It looks empty though.

“What are you?”

I jolt. “That scared me!” My light whirls into the corner, to
a crouched person. He blinks against the light and holds up a pale
hand. I tilt my head. I can’t really tell how old he is. He has one
of those faces that could belong to a teenager or a middle-aged
man. It’s a face that blends into crowds. And his hair isn’t helping
matters; it’s so light that it could be white. Is it white? I take a step
forward. “You have white hair?!”

He gasps. “And you have black hair!”

“Are you old?”

“I think the better question is: who are you?”

He didn’t sound too old. Maybe he’s in his prime? “I'm a
killer. You?”

His dark blue eyes glint in the light. “A traitor.”

“Why are you here?”

He gets up, brushing his hair out of his eyes. I can see a
tattoo of a phoenix crawling up his neck. A thin, white scar is on his
cheekbone.

I narrow my eyes. Wait a second.... White hair, blue eyes, and
a phoenix on his neck. There’s only one criminal with all three. I
stiffen and take a step back. “Why are you here?” Oh no. Even Soryo
told me to avoid Monsieur le Renard.

He pauses. “You know who I am?”

I aim my gun at him. “You’re Monsieur le Renard.”

His mouth twists when he takes a good look at me. Then
he laughs. “Two starved foxes find each other in the dark. What
happens next, Red Fox?”

“Well, I think the best case scenario is that I step out and
pretend I never saw you.” Wait a second. He knew my name?! “How
did you recognize me?”

“I wasn’t sure until you confirmed it.” He taps the corner of
his eye. “There are very few people in this empire with red eyes.”

I gulp. So he knows I'm scary. Great. Maybe he’ll leave me
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alone. I did free him. I take a step back. “I'm going to step out and
pretend I didn’t see you. Let’s just say we never saw each other,
alright?”

“Are you returning to Kurusa?”

Maybe? I need to get out first. I say nothing and whistle.
Then I look around and scratch my head. “Huh, that sounded a lot
like someone speaking. But I just wandered into this abandoned cell
a few seconds ago.”

“They never said that the Red Fox is a horrible liar.”

“Excuse you!” I huff. “I'm just going to leave. Don’t follow

“I'd rather us work together.”

I frown. “Why would we work together?”

He takes a step forward.

I take several steps back until I'm out of the cell.

He stands still and holds out his hands, palms out. His palms
are covered in white scars. “Both of us are trying to escape this
place.”

I nod. Wait, I shouldn’t have agreed.

He smirks, eyes glinting. “Since we both need to leave, why
don’t we work together to get out? There are many guards in this
prison and I don’t think you could fight your way out.”

I probably could fight my way out. That’s how I got out of my
cell. “What are you going to do if I say no?”

“I also know how to man a ship.”

Well, that changes things. I lower my gun. “Fine; we can
work together. But if you try to kill me or steal my gun, I will gut
you and send you to seventh heaven.” I take several more steps back
until I'm closer to the doors I came through a few minutes earlier.

He exits the cell. “Lead the way.”

I go to the doors. Maybe this was a mistake. I can already
imagine Haru shaking his head and Helena soundly cursing me. My
mouth twitches then my eyes fill with tears. I gulp and shake my
head. They’re gone. Get over it. They died two years ago; I should be
over it.

“Is something wrong?” He drawls.

I glare. “You know I'll gut you if you try to steal my gun,
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right?”

He sighs. “If you must know, I can’t exactly steal your gun
right now.”

My eyebrows knit as I step through the doors. There’s light
here and I feel my shoulders relax. At least I'll be able to see him if
he attacks. I turn back. “Why can’t you steal my gun?”

He steps out from the shadows. One of his arms is pressed
against the blooming wound to his side.

I frown at his wound. “When did you get that?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I would say somewhere between the
dark and the dark. I can’t exactly look at a clock.”

“Who did this to you?” No one visited me in my cell unless it
looked as though I was trying to hurt myself.

His eyes darken. “Madame Aurelia.”

I drop my jaw. “She visited you?” The crazy prison warden
herself?

Now he’s frowning at me. “She regularly visited me and my
neighbors.”

I throw up my hands. “No one visited me!”

“That’s probably because no one wanted to get close to you.”

I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or an insult. “Where is the
hangar?”

He brushes past me. “Follow me. They had me in handcuffs
so I was able to see where we went.”

I huff. “They led you in handcuffs? I was drugged and put in
a straightjacket!”

“If it makes you feel better, they gave me water on the way
here.”

“This is discrimination,” I mutter. “You weren’t even wearing
handcuffs when I found you.”

“I'm you were the only one required to wear them.” He turns
and walks down the tunnel.

I match his pace and we descend some steps, the light metal
groaning under our weight.

“How the hell did she get out?” A high pitched voice roars.

He glances at me.

I break into a run. When I don’t hear him beside or behind
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me, I turn around.

He’s frowning.

I roll my eyes and motion with my hands.

He stops.

“Why aren’t you running?” I hiss.

He raises an eyebrow. “I don’t hear anything.”

I blink. “Oh.” Maybe I am going crazy. Then again, I can
hear better than most people; Soryo made sure of that with those
surgeries.

He raises an eyebrow. “Did you hear something?”

“Um, never mind. Let’s go to the hospital first.” There was a
hospital, right? Soryo once told me there was a hospital. He used a
scalpel he found there to kill the guards.

He’s raising both eyebrows now. “Do you know where that
is?”

“I don’t. But maybe she can.” I point at a figure peering
around the corner. Her eyes widen when she catches me looking at
her.

I wave. “Hello! Would you happen to know where the
hospital is? I see you're unarmed and clean looking-"

She turns and runs down the hall.

I turn to Henri. “I think we should get her.”

“If you adjust the settings to your gun, you could shoot to
incapacitate,” he says before running a hand through his hair, “I'm
amazed you're this energetic for a prison break.”

I smile. “It’s probably the drugs.” I play around on the gun’s
screen and shoot at the walls, until the hall looks as though it
survived a revolution and a stampede and a hurricane.

“Are you done?” He asks.

“I never got your name,” I say, turning to him.

His gaze darts between my gun and my face. “It’s Henri.”

I nod. “I'm Kaguya.”

He blinks.

I keep on nodding.

“Are you going to chase the woman?”

I whirl around and run down the hall. I skid to a stop around
a corner when I see a blue penguin totter down the hall. I blink. No,
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it’s still there. My eyebrows knit.

“Is something wrong?” Henri’s voice sounds distorted, like
I'm underwater.

I blink and shake my head. The penguin is gone now. I chew
my lip as I stare down the empty hall. “I think Madame Aurelia fed
me hallucinogens.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” He steps forward. “Forget
about her then.” My eyebrows raise. “But wouldn’t she know where
to get bandages?”

He’s crouching at the corner now.

I frown and blink. The tunnel seems to be warping in front of
my eyes. I move back to Henri.

There’s a dead body besides him now and his hands are red.
He’s rifling through the body’s pockets and takes out a silicone
patch. He unwraps it and unzips his jumpsuit down to his navel. He
quickly smacks the patch onto the wound and zips the jumpsuit up
again.

“How long will that last?” I ask, gesturing at the bandaged
wound.

“A few hours at best.” He draws the sword from the body.
When did that appear? “You were very lucky to get a gun. I haven’t
seen any guards so far with them.”

I blink. “When did you see guards?”

He raises an eyebrow. “Did you not see the enormous
contingent of guards pass this hallway?” When I don’t respond, he
shakes his head. “Never mind.”

We walk in silence down several halls. I'm in front, he trails.
In normal circumstances, I wouldn’t ever let anyone, let alone a
trained assassin such as Monsieur le Renard, be behind me. I glance
down at my hands. Still clean. A blue snake with red eyes wraps
itself around my arm. It hisses at me. Well, these aren’t normal
circumstances.

Then I hear footsteps behind me.

“Kaguya?”

I draw my gun and point it at a familiar pair of brown eyes.

Chapter 2: Henri
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“Everyone speaks of the Red Fox and her crimes. Yet many seem to
forget that there is another fox lurking in the shadows....”
-Prince Kai

“You'll kill me? Evidently, there will be a line.” Her gun is a
foot away from my face. I suppose I should be shocked. She seemed
nice enough in the beginning. I narrow my eyes. But she is the Red
Fox for a reason.

She blinks rapidly and lowers her gun. “Sorry, I thought you
were someone else.” “Your powers of observation are remarkable.”
I take a step away from her. I almost thought I was safe. I take
another step back. I need to remember that everyone stuck in this
prison is here for a reason.

She glares. “No one told me Monsieur le Renard was
sarcastic.”

“I'm sure your leader’s spies knew. They just happened to
never return.”

She shrugs. “I never met them so I wouldn’t know.”

I frown. “That’s impossible.” I regularly spoke with spies to
learn about my targets.

She shakes her head. “I'm serious. Soryo always told me what
to do and gave me all the information on my targets.”

Soryo?

She grins. “You probably know him as the Lord of Tears.”

“I believe most would not be on a first name basis with
Kurusa’s gang lords.” She shrugs.

“You two look familiar.”

Kaguya turns and draws her gun.

It’s a brave move. How does she know I won’t hurt her? I
move away from her to the figure wreathed in shadows. I would
recognize that deep voice anywhere. “I suppose you're here for a
good look at us,” I call.

A woman with dark brown skin and blue eyes emerges from
the shadows across from us. She grins. Her white jumpsuit still fits
her so she hasn’t been here long.

Kaguya tilts her head. “Do I know you?”

Akira’s eyes flick over her. “I doubt it.” Her eyes meet mine.
“But I do know him.” I take several steps forward, until I'm next to
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Kaguya. “The last I heard, you were on Earth.”

She smirks. “Six months can change things.”

So I've been here for half a year. It feels as though I've spent
years here.

“You haven’t been here for long,” Kaguya says, “You look
healthy.”

She nods. “I can’t say the same for either of you.”

She puts the gun down. “You can escape with us,” she says
then glances at me.

That is a terrible idea. “Of course she can come.” There is a
pack of syringes I found on a soldier earlier. If necessary, I can use
it on her. No matter what, I'll need to separate Akira from us. As
entertaining as she can be, she’ll probably try killing both of us at
some point or another. My eyes flick over Kaguya. Then again, the
Red Fox is mad so I might need syringes for both.

Akira’s face transforms into a broad smile. “We can get out
this way.” She turns and disappears into the shadows.

Kaguya grins as she turns to me. It fades when she sees my
face. “What’s wrong?” I shake my head.

“Please refrain from inviting random criminals into our
escape.”

“But she knows you.”

I clap. “Wow, I should invite all acquaintances to my
escapades.” She’s daft; 'm shocked she managed to survive this
long.

She flinches.

I stop clapping. “Just because she knows me, doesn’t mean
we're friends.” If anything, she was probably behind several
attempts on my life.

She grins. “Are you scared of her smile?”

“I'm not overly fond of what follows,” I mutter. The first
time I met Akira, she wore a maniacal smile as she strangled a
young woman. The ensuing meetings with her did not change my
impression of her.

She shrugs. “We can beam her into seventh heaven if
needed.” She turns and enters the shadows, whistling.

She is mad. I stop before the shadows. I could just leave
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them.

“Henri!”

I sigh. Then I step into the shadows and quickly walk through
the dark. When I emerge from the shadows, Akira is gone. Before
me is a room with three entrances. She could have gone down any of
those hallways. I tense. She could be waiting for me, a knife in hand
or something worse.

“Where did she go?” Kaguya asks. She peers into one of the
shadowed alcoves. “I don’t see her here.”

“You would know better than me; you were here before me.”

She sticks her head out of the shadows. “She was gone by the
time I came out.”

“And you didn’t follow her?”

She glowers. “I'm not an idiot.”

Maybe Akira wouldn’t use one of these tunnels. If that’s the
case... I turn around, and face the tunnel. “If you’re waiting to kill
us, you might as well come out now.”

Heavy footsteps echo against the walls. The figure’s running.

I narrow my eyes and take out one of my syringes.

The helmeted man barrels out of the shadows.

I dodge him and shove the syringe into a seam between his
armor.

He screams and goes down to one knee, the syringe sticking
out from him.

I glance at Kaguya. It would be better if

My vision tilts. I hear a loud crack. Was that my head? My
cheek is stuck to the ground. There’s a heavy weight on me.

I try to get up.

A hand shoves me down and rolls me so that my nose is
against the ground. Something hard and metal is fastened around
my wrists.

I stiffen.

The guard on top of me swears. “I can’t close it.”

“It’s not that difficult, Sausage Fingers.”

He fumbles behind me and then there’s a sharp click.

My eyes dart around the room. I can get out of this. I have to.

“One down. We have to find the other one,” he says before
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pulling me back by my hair. He grins down at me. “We’ve been
looking for you for hours.”

I blink. “It took you long enough.”

He slams my head against the floor.

Stars burst before my eyes.

I feel the weight of him disappear. Now there’s a pair of
rubber boots before my smarting vision. I blink the stars away.

“That wasn’t necessary.” Akira.

I turn my head.

She’s glaring at the man, arms crossed. “Madame Aurelia is
going to punish you for that.”

He takes a step away from me. “I'll just say it was an accident
or he did it himself.”

A short woman is behind Akira. “It’s time for you to go back
to your cell,” she says.

Akira stiffens. “You told me that if I helped you, you would
let me go.”

I roll my eyes. That’s the reason why she’s helping them?
Gods above, she must be mad.

The man throws his head back and laughs.

I see that I must endure the moment of villainous triumph. I
wiggle my wrist. It seems I'll have to get out on my own then. There
is a wire up my sleeve. If I can get it, I can pick myself out of the
cuffs.

The woman takes out a tablet and types something in.

Akira screams and collapses.

I pause. What just happened?

She whimpers and curls into a ball. Her body is racked by
violent shivers.

The boot comes closer to my face. “We were going to do that
to you too, but it turns out Madame Aurelia forgot to give you an
implant.” He grabs me with one arm and sets me on his shoulder.
“Don’t worry; we won'’t forget this time.”

My eyes go to Akira who’s tears stream down her face.

“You're all so rude. I'm going to beam you out of existence!”

Oh, finally! I feel a violent heat wave radiate near my face.

The man holding me stumbles and lets go.

The ground rushes up to me and I twist. I hit the floor and
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pain blooms along my side.

Kaguya runs over to the guard and straddles him. She chokes
him with her bare hands. I'm shocked she rescued me. I suppose
this means that I owe her. I feed the wire into the handcuffs. I've
done this so many times that there shouldn’t be a problem. The
wire slithers through the lock until I feel something give way. The
handcuffs fall off my wrists as I get up. A wave of dizziness hits and
I bring a hand up to the wall. I might have a concussion. As long as I
get out of this, it will be worth it.

“Are you alright?” Kaguya is standing in front of me.

“Why did you come back?” I expected her to run the moment
things became difficult.

She crosses her arms. “I'm not leaving without you.”

I close my eyes for a moment. Gods, I'm going to regret this.
“T owe you.”

She nods. “Of course you do.”

I take out a syringe and slam it into the woman behind her.

She screams and curls into a ball.

“And there goes my last syringe,” I mutter.

Kaguya dances away from her. “Thanks.”

I circle the woman. “We’re even now.” I doubt I can kill her
without one of those. I circle around the woman I stabbed. She isn’t
getting up.

Kaguya aims a beam through her.

The woman’s screaming cuts off abruptly as the beam shoots
through her head. The smell of burnt flesh winds its way through
the air. At least it’s efficient.

She holsters the gun and looks at me. “Can we go now?”
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The Girl Called Raven
Elizabeth Schuth

Excerpt

They told her to stay away, don’t touch what you can’t see, but her
heart screamed and her feet followed. She skipped over contorted
roots and ugly black thorns the size of daggers. Her eyes smiled and
her heart beat fast. She ran from herself, eager to put the village’s
signature sneer of judgement behind her, her head in defiance,
refusing to gaze upon the chaos brewing in retrospect. The trees
echoed her heavy footfall, embracing the lone wolf in their presence.
She was a monster. Her claws and fangs sharpened by her enig-
matic presence. Everyone walked on eggshells around her but their
eyes were as heavy as anvils. After years of carrying burdens, she
had finally found freedom. The trees had no leering judgement, for
they too knew what it meant to be a curse. If fate had been kind she
would not be here running through the tangled branches and trees;
nevertheless here she was, out of breath and outcast.

The shadow of the ominous forest shrouded her and shrunk her
fears. Its cool glance calmed her, a glad distraction. She loved the
lonely pines and every blade of grass because they were indifferent
to her and they knew inside all she was was just a scared little girl.
They saw through her stony mask and closed heart. They knew why
she cried, and read her scars like books. She ran to the trees and
their ragged bark embraced her. Her pale pink lips pressed together
into a rare smile. Her thoughts were smiling, and she could barely
remember her grief.

She was surrounded by tall trunks and wispy vines that draped
across the canopy like shawls on ropy muscled arms. The grass grew
thick and was a vivacious green. It swallowed her ankles in a sea

of green strands, enveloping her in its thick, muddy cologne. Shy,
white flowers poked out between the thick grass and peered curi-
ously at the girl’s moon-white feet. The emerald tree leaves fluttered
softly in the wind and the sun peeked between the intricate maze of
branches and dumped light on her like a warm smile.
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She twirled around and happily ran, with each step she was closer
and closer to flying, she spun and skipped through the air. With
each breath of air, the wider she smiled. Her soft fairy-laugh danced
on the breeze and the flowers giggled and conspired softly. The
grass laughed merrily with the dirt and the trees slowly whistled in
the wind. The girl heard their voices, an exotic song and her voice
had a solo. She sang softly, her voice strange and hoarse became like
one of a songbird. She tore through the forest desperate to see all of
it.

Her foot caught on a root. She hit the ground with a small scream
crumpling against the hard dirt. The crown of joy gifted by Mother
Nature became one of thorns, a sick reminder of what lay inside her.
Blood dripped down her arm coating her fingers. Her arm pulsed
with the promise of infection. She grunted, gingerly rolling over. A
long maroon scratch coated in mud decorated her arm. She stum-
bled down to the cool stream and thrust her arm under the muddy
current. The illusion of freedom was a faint whisper and the return
of pain much too quick.

The water rushed into her wound bringing pain with it. She stared
at her reflection. What a wicked thing it was glowering back at her,
a stormy tempest brewing with impulse. She wrinkled her nose,

the insults thrown at her ignited a wildfire within her. Even there
amidst muddy water she could see her cursed feature, a jagged scar
that ran across her face. A crooked, fleshy, valley that crawled along
her chin to her eyebrow. Her scar was a punishment, she was ille-
gitimate, cursed from day one to be a child of evil. The cracks in her
face caused shivers and shudders as people passed her. Every side
eye and jagged whisper made her scar bright for all to see her good
features subdued in its satanic glow.

The cool shallow water showed a picture of a girl, her rough edges
made smooth in the water's soft ripples. She had inquisitive dark
brown eyes that looked like small pebbles in the candlelight. A bony
chin framed by a knotted curtain of hair as dark as midnight. She
wore a long cape, slightly lighter than her hair that hung loosely
around a simple navy dress. She placed her long arched fingers
across her twilight hair. Her hollow cheeks were flushed and pink,

a lovely red sea with small freckles floating across it. Her slender
sharp nose cut down her face with determined acerbity, the stark
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outline of a deep river of hate flowed across her nose. The wiggly
energetic scar contrasted her stoic features.

She sighed and stroked the soft skin of the scar. Her long gangly
fingers attacked the muddy creek bank. Her mind torn between the
marvel of the cool creek rippling along and the terrifying thoughts
of abandonment. Who was she besides a girl no one wanted?

The first part of an identity is having a title. She had a name once.
But years had drifted past and her name was as far gone as dino-
saurs. People whispered her name like it could barely escape their
teeth. She was the girl called Raven. To the village she was like the
mournful, ugly bird who stole food and happiness from picnickers.
Glowering over sun-kissed summers eager to share its gloom. Its
inky quills, a wish to be a creature of the night, stark and awkward
in the morning light. The obnoxious cry of the crazed bird like the
growl of a dying fire, stirred morbid thoughts and carefully ignited
untouched embers of the heart.

Yes, at a glance the raven is a miserable animal, but Raven never
saw her namesake in the same light. Its call to thought was endear-
ing to her, not a threat. She loved the raven’s ominous aura, the
hypnotic sleek coat of black velvet it wore, and its regal posture.
But just like the animal, Raven’s good features were shadowed with
secrets and stigma.

A sigh escaped her lips. The wonder of her serene surroundings
overtook her thoughts and thrust her into its basic beauty. Her eyes
wandered through her surroundings, she gasped at every perfect
trunk and each identical blade of grass. The perfect portrait of
uneven nature around her, an uncomfortable sight. Her ever-cri-
tiquing eyes landed on a piece of grass a bit lighter green than the
rest. Raven ripped it from the ground and held it up to her face, she
scowled at it mockingly and said “You're cursed, what did you do?”
Her dark, coffee-stained eyes twinkled when she got no response.
The small destruction of life, a sinister joy.

The wind whistled through the trees promising a storm soon but
Raven was consumed by the voices and murmurings of the grass
and didn’t notice the tell-tale storm clouds slowly trapping her.
She ambled carefully around the lush clearing, her introspective
thoughts brewing a careful storm. Her surroundings were pure
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dreams, cultivated and growing all the time, even the trees leaked
ambition. Every trunk wrestled to be the tallest in the room, to rule
over the sunset, to embrace its golden beauty with perfect poise.
The forest was overshadowed by the pure field of wildflowers burst-
ing from the ground. Their vivacious petals a poison to the eyes,
calling them closer and killing memories of previous pulchritude.
These true queens of the forest floor pulled Raven closer as she
danced through seas of shy cloud-colored flowers. She breathed
deep, her dearest ambition to consume their shy sweet looks. Their
soft swaying calming her inner tempest. Suddenly her sea of tran-
quility was shattered by a spot of blood in an ocean of white.

Her severe eyes landed on a small red carnation. It pulsed with
peculiar, cautious energy. The petals were brown and curling on the
sides. It smiled at her stupidly like a precious flower given by a shy
lover. Several days from fresh and still fighting the eyes with fury.
The flower was loopy and lopsided, yet intoxicatingly stunning. Her
eyes closed around it unable to contain its strange, captive whisper
of hidden life. She slowly eased towards it, treading forward as if

in a trance. With each careful step the clouds slowly slunk in front
of the blaring sun suffocating its hopeful light with dull, apathetic
greyness.

She reached out to touch the flower, the moment her soft skin
touched the torn velvet petals, the clouds burst. The sky churned
and twisted, throwing rain like daggers against the thirsty ground
below. She pulled her thin cloak closer to her stick figure as cold
rain began to soak into her bones leaving its rainy-day gloom under
her skin. The frigid rain dampened her hopeful mood leaving her
with woeful disdain. The vengeful wind flowed into her greedy lungs
and her attention once again zeroed in on the flower. Its energy
coursed through her, sparkling across her greedy fingers. It stared
up at her like a sticky faced toddler. Its rainy petals moments away
from ripping into laughter.

Her jaw clenched. She ripped the flower from the ground and held
it up to her face. Her eyes probed it, a silent accusation, a silent
question. The red bud beat slowly like a small heart. The droopy
carnation seemed to smirk at her calamity stricken eyes. Her face
contorted into a grimace. Her smile turned sour. Hatred channeled
from her fingertips to her feet. Every terrible thing rushed against
her mind in a vicious wave. The lethargic red petals stared back at
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her pain like a mirror. Conformity was a choice she never got to
make. She threw the melancholy flower on the ground, the scarlet
petals sagged as if frowning at her. Raven wrinkled her nose and
smothered the flower ruthlessly with the heel of her boot.

A quick and wicked jolt of pain struck her. Shooting through her
spine and sending her tumbling onto the wet, muddy ground, writh-
ing in pain. Raven shrieked. Her whimpers echoed unheard, like a
tree fallen with no significance. She clenched her eyes shut as tears
began to form. The ground grasped her feet, pulling her down in a
tumbling heap. The trees around her spun and twisted, she dared to
open her eyes one last time and saw the flower basking in its former
glory. It sat erect exactly how she found it perfectly planted in the
ground. The carnation had an invisible sunlite glow illuminating the
livid red petals giving the flower a saintish look.

A newfound fear of the forest enveloped her and she shook her head
viciously sending a thick black wave of hair across her shoulder. She
cautiously opened one eye and found herself in a humble bedroom.
Her heart thundered in her ears. Raven’s ferocious pulse finally
slowed, allowing the soft breathing of another girl to be heard in the
distance. Each breath of the stale indoor air bringing her back to the
mundane world she faced everyday. Instead of majestic tree trunks
she was surrounded by flat walls covered in sickly brown paint. She
laughed ruefully. Of course it was a dream; she couldn’t escape her-
self that easily.
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Hollow
Rachaoel Cai

The sky is dark and the house is somber

As I sit in my chair,

Slumped over a computer that is just a little too bright
Trying to ignore the soreness of my neck

Eyes never leaving the languid lecture video.

I used to be content

To wallow in the darkness of 1 a.m.,

Feeling a strange satisfaction

To be awake and alone at such an odd hour.
But now I just feel hollow.

The empty feeling aches at my chest.
My ribs are a cage

To this vacant void, and

I've never felt less alive.

I am no longer the 10-year-old

Who dared to dream of adventure.

I will never receive my Hogwarts letter,
Learn to sword fight,

Or hunt monsters.

I'm no special heroine;

I am just a boring teenage girl

Who worries about doing well on her chemistry test,
Procrastinates on English projects,

And stresses about sending emails to teachers.

The lecture video eventually ends.
I push myself out of my chair,
Fall into the comforting embrace of my bed,
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And close my eyes.
The night swallows me whole.

I think

If I hadn’t been so tired

And went to sleep right then,
I might've cried.
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Seasons
Jessica Ding

The rain poured over my umbrella,
Watering the seeds as they began to grow.
Dancing in the moonlight,

Laughing as we finally let go.

We whispered promises under the stars,
Laying in our tent.

The cicadas murmuring as the days ticked by,
Summer slowly spent.

You fell in love with my flowers,

And not my roots.

So when the petals began to drop and autumn rolled around,
You didn’t know what to do.
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Chance and Life
Lizzie Fisher

Chance

What is chance?

Does it sound like the casino slots flowing with coins?
Or is it the taste of a bloody lip?

Does it make your parents shed happy tears?

Or make your parents weep for days?

Does it make your stomach swirl?

Or is it like scoring a goal?

Maybe it smells like toast burning.

Or does it become a hazard?
Dining Table

This table is held up by the guilt of

family realities. The scratches that were made when

I had just turned nine from un-wrapping presents.

The hard conversations about how we would have to put
my dogs down all occurred at this table.

The lack of trust between

a child and parent was a topic at

the dinner table most nights.

The marks on the table from tears many dinners before.
The sadness of only two at the table

instead of three.
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lagrimas negras

Alyssa Gaines
American Voices Nominee

Aunque tu, me has echado en el abandono
Aunque ya, has muerto todas mis ilusiones
En vez de maldecirte con justo encono

En mis suefios te colmo

En mis suefios te colmo

De bendiciones

An old cuban bolero plays over the radio in my kitchen

I’'m making empanadas de calne and agua de sandia barefoot
Pack the meat into dough con cuidao and fry until golden crisp
Cut the watermelon into strips of pink and blend con azucar

Last night, I heard the news of Breonna Taylor, a black woman
murdered in her sleep

By killers who recently vacationed in Florida, paid for the flight with a
state salary

I was too hurt to cry, but this is not about hurt

Committed myself to rest and healing for her

In my kitchen, my hands follow the path of black hands before me
My feet naked on a floor of dough flakes and watermelon water

I take a cuban communion of empanadas and jugo in this kitchen in
honor of every black girl

Who wrote recipes on water

This bread be her body and this agua de sandia her sangre

I pray before I eat for forgiveness
I pray this time to a goddess past Florida
I know that this goddess is the water

Sufro la inmensa pena de tu extravio,
siento el dolor profundo de tu partida
y lloro sin que sepas que el llanto mio
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tiene lagrimas negras,
tiene lagrimas negras
como mi vida.

A water of lagrimas negras
Cursed / blessed
Where black mothers fell gracefully in and baptized themselves
Way back when
And now I imagine this goddess got there with her arms out like Jesus
I imagine this goddess chose water over bondage.

I know she is there, carrying secrets of self-healing

Kitchen spells and traditions

Bowing our heads at the altar of frying grease

Telling us the whispers of when she turned water into agua fresca

I know that she is all of us black girls learning to choose water over
bondage.

She is all of us trying to find the balance between fight and rest

I know she floats our names when everyone else forgets to keep saying
them

Telling them take us serious like tide

And teaching us how to take communion to ourselves
To transform in a kitchen

Waking us up every morning

When we mourn,

I know she is in our lagrimas,

Our tears,

And leads them to a shore somewhere
Showing that we are own deities

We are the water. Oshun.

An ocean for every black girl that dies and we
cry quietly they don’t know
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That our sobs are lagrimas negras
Negra like the bottom of the sea where she lives

Where when we die,
We’re born again, to be washed in our own water
And we are finally safe.

Contigo me voy mi negra aunque me cueste morir.

When it’s my time to meet her, bury me in el caribe so I can see her
Under a black sand beach, her, Chivirico en Santiago, the black part of
la isla

Or until then, I'll stand barefoot in my kitchen and cook the secret
recipes

That show our journey

Recipes maybe another negra cooked one day

Listen to beautiful black boleros

Break bread and heal my body

Take communion con agua de sandia that tastes like heaven far from
here.
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east side everywhere

Alyssa Gaines
American Voices Nominee

there is an eastside everywhere

there is a corner store. (alternatively: there is a liquor store.)
everywhere

the pace moves like a slow and steady baseline

shaking the concrete

everywhere when your corporal compass tells you you're there
i’m out east.

there is an eastside everywhere

there’s capri suns out back in a cooler

after all day shooting water guns with your cousins in front
mamall’s house

you been eating nothing but

flat pancakes with the craters and hard edges
big breakfast spreads

with bacon and seasoning salt eggs

recipes out annotated recipe books

flour bags and eyeballed measurements
microwave meals, homemade burgers

and you start to smell like grease.

there is an eastside

where there’s

sunsets you see over and behind homes

so pure it looks like the sun is spilling on the flat roofs

like an egg cracked red & purple and yolk is running down in
between the neighbors

everybody’s golden

there’s an eastside everywhere there’s gold slugs
you see glinting from inside another person’s car
everywhere

there is a barbershop

there is a basketball game
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and a sometimes a fight after

everywhere there is a park

or parking lot

or field

that smells like “match” after 5
there is the east side

everywhere there are boys

in bb simon belts

fly as the ones in big cities

trying to emulate their favorite rapper

but still managing to be more baton rouge than baltimore

an east side everywhere

there are the nice parts

there is a deteriorating mall

an old plaza with gated up windows and bullet proof window
chicken spots.

there’s an east side everywhere

there’s a suburban Black community

ranging from rich and poor

united in music, and history, and struggle, and culture, and
basketball

there is an east side everywhere

there is a boosie song that they play at every party

or two

everywhere they listened to youngboy before 38 baby
everywhere there’s a jiggalate

and hometown heroes who almost made it out.

there’s an east side everywhere there’s a bunch of country ass white
people everywhere there’s a jail

everywhere the black people speak different than the whites
everywhere there’s hoosiers and indianimals

everywhere there’s indianapolis and naptown.

and everywhere there’s an east side
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there is a girl.

black like me.

with hair like me.

there is a beauty supply and there is gel.

a girl who talks with her hands and painted nails
lipsyncs to rap songs on snapchat with her new lipgloss
a girl who cries.

everywhere there’s an east side there’s tears

heartache,

the pushing of these emotions to make room for something more
complex

but there’s still that connection

that motor.

there’s history.

and it feels like home

everywhere there’s an east side there’s someone

sunken so deep into the area code, depressed in all its taken
and step on shit by youngboy becomes talk therapy

but for everyone who can’t leave

there’s someone who “has to make it out,”

someone so anxious to go because if they’re lucky enough to live
here there must be something more, but when she gets lost,

she always knows the way back to what feels like home:

the eastside of indianapolis

they say the earth spins that way,

where the sun rises,

when she forgets who she is,

where she knows how to help herself back into the old baselines she
identifies with, she knows where to go if she ever forgets how good
lemon pepper wings taste, how pond water fishing smells,
somewhere to remind her of nerf and dollar store super soakers and
sponges and bubbles, the sounds of cicadas and bike spokes and
swingsets,

and grass and mud,

the flash of lightning bugs,
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the way to double dutch, and roller skate,

the sound of sirens piercing a quiet dusky east side veil,
like a ref whistle at a sports game baseball and football and
basketball, games like they do on the east side.

when she gets lost, she always knows her way back around a kitchen
to remind her how grease lies in clothes

after cooking and eating all day

to remind her she’s seen the complexities and beauty of life

like a difficult recipe in her hands for a delicious meal

those smells of mammal’s and childhood and innocence and
laughter stuck in her hair and then it takes her back

to what she knows:

her eastside

and that there’s an east side everywhere.
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an elegy for the boys in my city
Alyssa Gaines

instead of dead i offer that they made it out
instead of dead i offer that they’re forever young
instead of boy i offer that they are son

instead of black i offer that they are moon

they are sky

and when it gets dark out they are the stars

instead of dead i offer that their body became shell
and their blood became beach
water
and now they’re somewhere
twisting their hair
on the game
shooting hoops
lacing shoes

dapping up

and they are safe
and they are loved

instead of their boy names i offer that they are now amen
we acknowledge at the end of our prayers

hold for as long as their name is in our mouth

and then it slips off our tongue to their heaven
instead of home i offer that we were just a stop on the way there.
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red roads
Alyssa Gaines

the light searches for it through clouds but can’t get there in time
bits of sun reach through cracks in between buildings as if trying to
hold on to something so it can’t set. but it does.

heaven,

hear as it calls down from the sky
and the people respond,

but it never comes down.

and then there is the moon.

reflective and bright as dark shadowy clouds wax and wane over it
obscuring it

until the moon is gone

and then there is the green grass,

covered in black tracks which trot fast over it.
and then there are more tracks,

which move and move and move.

and then there are golden shells.
that rain down seaside,

and decorate the ground with glitter.
they lay next to the red water,

the tide of which rises and rises,

until it falls the next morning

and is gone by noon.

and then of course, but how could i forget, there are the streets.

hues painted in blood begin to blend in with the red of the streets’
blush

until you no longer remember streets were black to begin with;
the yellow lines look hot as bullets

and the whole block is on fire.
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and then the memorials.

the stuffed animals all greyed up.

contrasting sharply with the over-saturated art
project

where the way to stand out

is to be color-less.

someone was shot here.

someone breathed their last breath on these streets

and that is enough to make this part of town sacred

or at least this zip code blessed

they say there’s beauty in the struggle ugliness in the success

i say there’s beauty in our perseverance and the way we handle
death look at the way we’ve taken everything they took from us and
made a new way to mourn it look at the way the sun still rises here
every morning and outside

like nothing happened

there’s still boys playing basketball

still laughter somewhere down the road even when you can’t see
that far still bass too turnt up in a passing car

still all that this is

a community

in mourning,

after the light was too late

after the sun had to set, but came back the next day to see what it
missed after heaven called down from the sky last night

with a voice so loud it sounded like a gunshot and shook the ground
and the moon reflected us all in the sky like we the only stars

the tracked through green grass

the golden shell casings

and blood.

still these same streets.
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silver tongue
Claire He

i love you, he says, half a lie.
the lilt of his words is pleasant, as if honey under his tongue and
an almost-melody in his throat.
(did you know that tragedies are when the greatest of men fall?)
this is how it begins:
with his touch
against the fluttering pulse of his dearest,
with your hands clasped at your dynasty’s crown,
with the serpentine empress kneeling before a tyrant, compliant.
the fermentation of power, acid in the vessels of his confectioner’s heart,
is something you despise more than the weight against your forehead,
or the lies he romanticizes
(as all good storytellers do.)
you think you know him.
you think you will drink poison, if he assures you it is wine.
the snake queen watches.
the false dichotomy of love & corruption rings like his silver bells,
hung on black ribbons
(as if he is mourning. you remember thinking that
you would never be so drowned in grief. that is a falsity,
but not a lie.)
you are—perhaps—too truthful. too fragile, the iron of your fist
easily bent beneath the weight of breathless burden.
honey and serpents—you wonder what they will name you
when you are dead.
he tells you your dreams are too morbid,
as he brushes his fingers along the crown.
he is the one that greets death as if it is his slave, though.
you do not mention that.
your court’s jester spins tales of fate and will, and you catch yourself
wondering
if you are the fool.
—a puppet on your heartstrings.
deception duchess warns you that he may be the bile in your throat,
the aftertaste of ginger and molasses,
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and you are the king but even kings fling themselves from towers for
the pretense of illusion.
oh—this is only the beginning. this is before, when your hands are still
intertwined with
his.
(this story is already written. love is blind.
set the stage, my dearest.)

act 1, variation.

i love you, he says, as the bell tower strikes midnight.
you ask him if he worships purity corruption and he answers with that silk
voice of his, leaning forward until his hair brushes your ear and
whispering to the cadence of the distant songbirds.
he answers yes. (to which question?)
your mantle
is wrapped like a black ribbon around his finger,
narrowed eyes and sweet words
that you long for in the manner that one longs for wine.
you think this is forever—that the glass chandeliers with clipped copper wings
will not shatter on the marble,
and you force promises through your throat to rekindle the moonlight in
his eyes. bane: enemy, the elision(illusion) that is
the shadow of bitter ruination—
nepenthe: the pitcher for scattered grief,
the temporary antidote you crave.
the artifice marquess asks you if it is another two-faced fallacy.
(he tells you that even death can love.
storyteller that he is, he muses of a long-past time,
of an overgrown vineyard and nightfall.
he lies about the ending.)
the scaled countess gilds your dynasty’s crown,
(and you wonder why the veneer is not yet scarlet.)
you take his hand, loathing the ever-constant rhythm of his
pulse. the weight of your dynasty’s crown bows your head.
his wrists are free of chains, of thread. the jester smiles.
you are not temperance.
(and you never will be.)
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act 2, ballad.

i love you, he says, his larynx dusted with amber.
you clutch onto him with everything that you have. mourning is almost
upon you. and you ask yourself—
(have you ever known love? is it the desire to curl into his
embrace, knowing that you will both be hurt? can you love only
his facade: the shallow depths of himself that are perfect in your
eyes?)
the night sky is heavy on your shoulders.
you are suffocating, but you choke out the truth nonetheless.
his laughter rings like bells.
his eyes have a sadness you have never known.
this is how you fall:
with his song
on scarlet lips, on blackened veins—
the quivering heartbeat measured at your artery,
needles with his surgical precision on your skin.
you welcome the pinpricks of sensation.
fanged countess, your familiar shadow
—fallen far from grace—
warns you not to lose yourself into the fragrant fathoms of him.
(if you had listened, then perhaps—)
absently, you run the words along your tongue, and ruminate—
when did it stop being before?
beneath the tower, a thousand men crumple at your will,
and thousands more collapse by
—his utterance.
you consider the throne a sanctuary now.
it is like lead fettered to your ankles, turning the depths
indigo. is poison always this sweet?
all is fair in love & war, they say.
you listen to delirium’s stories of fae courts and consequence,
—and you wonder if they would judge you differently.
the magician runs his index along the edge of his last card.
(love 1s not meant to be catharsis, she murmurs.)

act 3, sonata.

1 love you, he says, acrimony behind his lashes.
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you wish you would not listen to his lies.
(you think ash is falling through your fingers.)
anathema of purity, nyctophile—is this how they will
remember you? the ultimatum is before you now, and if only
there was more time—
twist a lock of his hair with your ring finger,
pretend that it is your lifeline and you are guiltless, newly-crowned
again, honest with steel truths and not laden with poisoned sin—
but you have tasted the forbidden fruit,
you have weighed down your wrists not with salvation but with
corruption, and there is no going back.
your nails
cut into the palm of his hand, as if you will never let go.
your stomach fills with lead. your crown drips with mercury.
(the ophidian once-majesty tells you she was right.)
and under the aegis of a night sky, he whispers i'm sorry—
does the half that is not a lie make, with i love you,a full truth?
the sweet dance beneath stars and the saccharine stories and the laughter like
bells, made of the nectar (poison) of his words:
corruption & love, the scales of judgment balance.
the tower of cards falls at your feet.
with the break of dawn, the ash-ribbons unfurl from your wrists and he
withdraws from your embrace for the last
time.
you are alone. you can hear his heartbeat no longer.
(is this the end? how many still live?)

soliloquy, elegy.

you remember that death can love—

and you beg to say i love you to him once more.

for the first time, you know what it is like to drown in grief
(—and your circulation is cut from the metal around your

wrists—) and you are numb.

the blood cakes beneath your nails.

this is how it ends:
with his touch

cold against your chest, the bitter taste of soot in your mouth,
your dynasty’s crown shattered in your hands,

and the serpentine martyr pinned to the sky like a
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constellation. the court jester smiles up at you, handing
you a single card,
salvaged from the wreckage of your throne.
the hanged man, it reads.
(you know this is a tragedy,
but you step out of shadow nonetheless. the strings
unravel.) and you mourn.
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The Window-Well
Alex Lu

There is a frog

Mossy green skin splotches with dark brown
Who lives deep down below

In the window well

Below the ground

In the damp recesses of earth
There is a square

Which opens up

There are stars, and the moon
If you look just right

Sometimes when the air is warm and laden with dew
So thick that you could stir it with a spoon

There is a deep croaking

A yearning

From deep within the well

As if straining to get out

Feel soft grass under the feet

You only sing of memories

Long for the taste of flies and fresh water
A different odor of mud

For your kind

Jumping free into sweet air

It is safe and dark down in the soft mud

Amidst last year’s leaves and dead flies

Still buzzing to the tune of last summer’s cicadas
Empty shells now floating on the wind

There is warmth amid blinding white snow
Sanctuary from hungry eyes and angry shrieks
The wan rays of the sun reach down
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In the two by two square

And shine on the moss green back
Yet when the sun rises

You still yearn

Desire the light of day

When the night is long

Stars like sequins low in the sky

I can hear your song

Echoing through the dark passageways of your home
Asif

Hope is already lost

Asif

Autumn days no longer matter to you

Each year only another passing and going
And you the last of a noble line

Bound to stay mired in the filth and despair
But nonetheless you stay

Reminiscing your past world

Now shrunk down to a single square

In the middle of nowhere
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Don't Let Anything Keep You
Hanh Bui

The consciousness of her body and the space it inhabited became
amplified in Calla’s head. She didn’t know if minutes or hours had
passed. Remnants of the argument invaded her thoughts at random
points of time like a harpoon at sea seeking out prey, while she
stared off into space and crevices of her bedroom wall.

“Why are you talking back?!” The venom laced in her
parents’ voices as they yelled at her was perfectly replicated in her
visions of them.

If she knew what would have happened after admitting
what she did, Calla would never have said anything. She would
have chosen her usual strategy for family dinners: eat silently
with the occasional chime-ins and attentive nods until she could
excuse herself. But the moment her mother snapped her steely gaze
towards her daughter and threw down her chopsticks, Calla’s blood
turned cold.

“Why can’t you be like your siblings?! They were just fine!
What makes you any different?!”

Her stomach churned and growled and Calla remembered
she hadn’t eaten much. Her eyes burned, squinting when she looked
at the time on her phone. With how late it was, there was a safe
and calculated risk of sneaking into the kitchen and making food
without crossing paths with anyone.

Quietly, she opened her door and checked both sides of the
hallway. Without a person in sight, Calla braced her door to close as
silently as possible.

With every step, the coldness of the tile floor resonated
through the pads of her feet, and in a strange way, the young girl
couldn’t help but think of this as rebellion. Here she was roaming
the manor late at night on her way to make herself a snack, and
without the mandated house slippers! Most people would scoff at
her thought and that was a fair way to act. But most people didn’t
have the blood and burdens of nobility placed on them. Even within
her privileged life, there came some threads of struggle. It was
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universal, no matter where a person came from. In a strange way,
it provided her a sense of solace within humanity, yet a heartache
for it. She can’t help but think about how there’s no escape from
suffering like people would like to think there is.

Vibrant moonlight flooded through large windows, casting
light on the wall of high-end art and family portraits lining the
walls. While climbing down the stairs carefully, more of what was
said hours ago came back to her.

Her father’s deep voice joined in a chorus with her mother,
“They didn’t complain when they were your age!”

Calla shook her head in an attempt to return to reality. Once
at the bottom of the stairs, she turned to the kitchen and stopped in
place. Light peaked underneath the door. There was a slight hint of
fear trembling through her body. Maybe even shame too, thinking
about whoever was in there would cast a look towards Calla. A look
of pity. Just the thought of how they would look at her the moment
she entered sent her into a hurricane of emotions, unsure if she
should be angry. Sad. Both? Or maybe something more she couldn’t
quite describe.

The thought of returning upstairs into the safety of her room
planted itself in her head. Just wait it out until she was summoned
for breakfast. Maybe then tensions would tide over and things
would go back to normal. But the ache in her stomach became too
painful to ignore and she stepped through the kitchen doorway.

Calla was prepared to see a caretaker, getting a headstart
on breakfast preparation. But instead, she saw her eldest sister,
Kaguya, leaning against the counter with a cup of tea in hand.

She was staring out into the garden, cloaked in shadows. Her
eyes shifted up and made contact with her youngest sister’s. They
stared at each other for a moment before Calla broke away to get an
egg and bowl.

After scooping rice into the big bowl, the girl cracked an egg
over it and watched as the yolk oozed over the grains of rice. She
searched through the drawers for chopsticks, stirring, and then
digging in. While eating, Calla heard her sister groan to herself.

“I don’t understand how you can eat that.”

“That’s because you don’t like eggs, Kaguya.”
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Calla continued eating, fully indulging in the warmth of
the rice and egg mixed in each bite. The taste of her comfort food
helped keep her mind off how her night turned so badly. Even
if everything that could go wrong went wrong, she still had the
blessing of a meal.

She stared off into the kitchen's tile backwash at the
individual black and white pieces. She heard the sound of a ceramic
cup pushed in her direction from the metal counter. It was part of a
matching set with blue blossom flowers from Kaguya’s collection.

Calla looked in her sister’s direction, who cleared her throat
and said, “I made extra Cherry Blossom tea. I thought you’d like
some.”

Her younger sister gently picked up the cup.

“Thank you.”

The sweet and toasted scent of the tea leaves wafted up
towards her nose. The aroma had grown richer since the last time
she’d had her sister’s tea. Kaguya had undoubtedly been honing her
tea brewing abilities. Calla lifted the cup towards her lips and took a
sip, immediately delighted by the sweet and floral taste.

“Is it good?” her sister asked, more out of courtesy than
genuine curiosity.

“Yes.”

The youngest sister switched between sipping her tea and
eating from the bowl until each dish was nearly empty. With the last
of her drink, Calla set her cup down and sighed.

Her sister’s soft voice offered, “You can have more if you’d
like.”

Calla nodded and walked over to the other side of the kitchen
to fill the cup to the brim. Now with less space between the sisters,
Calla became more aware of how many worlds stood between them.
Kaguya glided through the manor and her life with a grace that
came easily to her. She smiled and laughed at all the right times
without missing a beat. She excelled in everything she did, whether
it was school or some graceful hobby, yet never wasted a breath of
air bragging about it. Kaguya was the picture-perfect example of an
elegant, refined daughter their parents could be proud of.

“All our hard work and this is how you thank us?! With your
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defiance? You're a disappointment to this family.”

The youngest Yamakoto let out a deep sigh while gazing into
the light pink tea in her cup. Her face contorted into a clear frown,
and she made no effort to mask it. Too tired to care what her sister
saw and could read into her expression. Calla was never the best at
masking her feelings. Just another way she failed in her parents’
eyes.

“The moon looks quite bright tonight,” her sister commented.

Calla turned to her and was met with brown eyes graced with
long eyelashes. Even without makeup, she’s perfect.

Kaguya smiled and sighed, “Even after going around the
world, it still has time to give us light.”

Her sister shrugged and responded, “I never thought about it
that way.”

Kaguya shared, “The author of a book I'm reading mentioned
it. The prose was quite beautifully written for something with a
subject matter as seemingly simple as the moon. He also wrote
about how often people envy the moon for its beauty. And how the
moon wishes it had company the way humans do.”

“I wonder if this author wrote his novel at night. I've heard
artists are fans of the night. Maybe the moon inspired him.”

“Maybe you'’re right. It’s been enjoyable. I think you’d love it.
You can borrow it once I'm done if you’d like.”

“Thank you, but I haven’t had a lot of time to read lately.”

“Oh, right. I remembered when my schedule was like that as
well.”

Silence filled the room around them, akin to water flooding
in. It didn’t take long before Calla began speaking without much
consideration of possible consequences, “How did you do it?”

“Do what, Calla?”

There were so many things that Kaguya did with ease that
never ceased to amaze and confuse Calla. It was hard to know where
to start until she blurted out, “Life. How did you do it when you
were in high school? With all that mom and dad have us do?”

Her sister pondered to herself, finger on her chin while looking up
as if trying to recall her past. An epiphany came to mind and Kaguya
replied, “I think I had less to worry about than you, Kaida, and
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Hiroji. I was only concerned about school and extra science classes.
During that time, I thought to myself that the only thing I could do
was breathe and not lose face. It would be over eventually.”

Calla winced at the last part, as taking a deep breath and
not losing face were too late to implement after what happened at
dinner.

Kaguya continued, “I suppose what I'm saying is I thought
of everything that proved to be a challenge was... I thought of
everything as a hurdle. You jump over it and move over to the next
thing, and eventually, there’s an end and you go on with your life.
Does that make sense?”

“Yes. You're saying that you handled things one at a time and
that things come to an end eventually right?”

“You got it. That’s what carried me through high school, but
you objectively have more to deal with than Kaida, Hiroji and I. So
it makes sense you’d be faring differently.”

Calla couldn’t help but feel bare as she quietly asked, “So, I'm
not crazy for what happened during dinner?”

To the youngest daughter, her words felt like a call for
help. Calla wanted to know if she was being irrational about what
happened as her parents painted it. Or if maybe, just maybe her
feelings made sense. At this rate, she didn’t know how long she
could last if things went on as they are.

Calla had no idea when this happened, but at some point, life
in the manor felt as if she was slowly losing her ability to breathe.
Like there were a pair of hands constantly at her throat, waiting to
pounce on her at any moment’s notice. It only intensified the more
time she spent around her family, as they looked towards her to
make something of herself as the last born.

It felt like a call for help. To be seen by someone living in the
house. By anyone. Even if it was the sister she was always compared
to and could never live up to.

Kaguya answered, “I don’t think the way it came out during
dinner with the family and servants around was ideal, but it was
inevitable.” She paused, which left her sister ready to settle with
disappointment, until Kaguya continued, “But I do understand
where you're coming from. It’s a lot and I'm surprised you did as
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well as you did until the end of high school. I knew many people
in my school who broke down and didn't even have half of your
responsibilities.”

Calla sighed while rubbing her index finger against her
thumb in an attempt to ground herself. She had no idea what to say.
Then she immediately remembered she had to wash her dishes and
blurted this out loud. Her sister could only laugh gently. Her sister
asked, “Would you like me to wash your dishes?”

“No need. I can do it.”

Kaguya offered, “How about you wash and I dry and put
them away. We might as well give the staff less to deal with in the
morning and get rid of the evidence.”

“You'’re right.”

Silence remained between the two sisters while cleaning
up. Calla washed and scrubbed at each dish, and then passed it to
Kaguya.

Suddenly Kaguya asked, “Have you thought about what you
want to do now that you're college-bound?”

Calla laughed with a slight snort. “Is there much to think
about? I know any day now Mom and Dad will present an eight-year
plan that details everything down to the minute.”

Her sister replied, “It doesn’t have to be that way. Kaida and
Hiroji got away with things I never could when they graduated high
school, so maybe you can pull something off.”

“I suppose.”

Something she would never tell a soul was a conversation
she overheard between her parents. She was just a child when she
caught them talking in the dead of night when everyone was asleep.
Calla did her best to hide from their line of sight.

Her father sat upright in a lounge chair, and confessed with
an unreadable face, “I don’t know what Calla’s future looks like.” He
continued, “Kaguya is already in line to be president of the company
your father left you and Kaida and Hiroji have followed my lead
with the military.”

Calla’s mother stood up and gazed out of the window into the
night while she smoked her pipe. “I'm afraid we’ve failed her. We
didn’t leave her a future as secure as her siblings. We can’t just leave

225



Bui

her with money to live off of.”

With a brief but stinging tone, her husband replied, “I know
that, Katsumi.” He apologized for his bluntness and continued with
an unsteady tone. “I don’t know what to do for her. She doesn’t
deserve to struggle more than her siblings just because she’s the
baby of the family.”

Her father spoke the truth. In their culture, the youngest
was considered the cursed one. They were burdened with the
expectation to work harder than all of their siblings to keep up and
be worth something. It scared Calla to hear her father so uncertain
and shaken. All she had known of his voice was the deep tone he
had during family gatherings and commanding soldiers.

Katsumi let out a puff of smoke and faced her husband. “I
agree, Hiroto. There’s still time. To make up for this, I think we
need to push her as much as we can. Have as many opportunities
as possible lined up for her. That is the least we can do. Don’t you
agree, Love?”

“Yes. It’s what we owe her after putting her in this position.”

Calla wanted to hate them for all the pressure they forced on
her since her childhood. She truly did. But in a way, she understood
their dilemma as parents. But it didn’t make her conclusions any
clearer.

Kaguya called for her little sister’s attention, breaking her out
of the memory.

She asked Calla, “What would you want to do? Forget
everything and just think about what you want for once.”

Calla absentmindedly washed the remaining dishes, as she
found herself having to truly think about it for a moment. There
were fleeting thoughts about all the things she wanted to do if
she could forsake her responsibilities, only to cast them aside
immediately.

“I would like to... go.”

But out of all the daydreams, the one that kept coming back
was the idea of leaving. Packing up and taking off to see more. Start
somewhere new. Be someone else. Meet new people who didn’t care
about her being a Yamakoto. That didn’t stay away or feign niceties
because of her family and who she was.
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Maybe use that scholarship opportunity she got on the other side of
the world. The one she told no one about.

It was hard to read into Kaguya’s hum in response. She dried
the last of the dishes and put them away. The two sisters both let
out a sigh.

Calla remarked while shifting her feet towards the exit, “I
better get going to bed. You should too.”

“I'm usually up around this time, but yes. Don’t let me keep
you.” Kaguya began to trail off, “Don’t let anything keep you.”

Calla turned to face her in response to what her sister just
said and found an unfamiliar deep look in her brown eyes. As if
regret was imprisoned in them. In her bare face, there was both this
beauty and undeniable sadness she couldn't shake off.

She smiled. “Thank you, Kaguya. I enjoyed talking to you.”

“I did too.”

After her sister left the room, Kaguya thought about all
the things she couldn’t do. As the firstborn, she was expected to
be nothing short of perfect. She had managed to excel within the
confines of that role, but there were times she thought of all the
ways her life could have turned out differently. Eventually, Kaguya
stopped concerning herself with daydreams and the possibilities of
what her life could have been. If she didn’t have a role to step into
as an heir to a company she never wanted. It was pointless to hope
for something she could never have since it was too late for her. But
Kaguya didn’t want that for her youngest sister. There was still time
for her. Whether it was out of secretly wishing to live vicariously
through Calla, wanting her to leave while she still had the chance
or both, Kaguya was content with helping her realize that taking
off was within her options. Even if her little sister had been taught
otherwise. She couldn’t bring herself to resent Calla for the chance
she had now. She softly smiled at the thought of her sister taking
something out of what she said. If it couldn’t be Kaguya, she could
be content with knowing that her youngest sister could go.
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The River

Deep in the woods

Hidden among the towering evergreen trees lies a river

Where a kaleidoscope of memories lay and carve themselves into
the earth

They are mine

To the north lay the golden days

Suspended in a glowing halo akin to flowing honey in sunlight
Playing memories of happier times like short films where I am the
star

The savory taste of pho

Cherished in the face of countless bitter winters

Holding my dad’s calloused hand as we walked along the docks in
Vietnam

Watching crystal blue waters underneath us

The smell of incense at the ancestors’ altars

Reminding me of times before mine when they roamed the earth
Every time I walk past, I can’t help but hover my hand over the
surface

In vain attempts to recapture and relive those fleeting moments of
warmth

The further I travel along the river the closer I get to its abyss
Where the pain of my past rests beneath the surface

Just as it does in my heart

I don’t know what it was that began it all

It burns me inside to think about what the first memory was

Was it when kids pulled their eyes back in order to mock mine?
Was it when I'd be the subject of jokes for the food I brought for
lunch?

Was it when I'd hear mumbles of “chink” as I walked in the
hallway?

I don’t know what it was that began it all

When I realized I was different and nothing could be the same ever
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When I felt it was wrong to be who I am

Wishes

I look at the mirror to wash my face with a harsh gaze
Washing and scrubbing away the parts I wish would change

I wish my skin was lighter

Like the Disney princesses I love so much

I love the color yellow

But not on my skin

I hate the shape of my eyes and I wish they were rounder
With the color of blue skies or green clover patches

Anything but the shade of dirt in mine

I wish my nose weren’t so pig-like

That it was skinnier and higher

I wish my hair was lighter

Golden like the sun

I wish I looked like the heroines on TV

Or the pretty girls on the playground who never have to doubt how
beauty has blessed them

I wash and scrub harder

With the hope the water will drain the features I hate the most
And leave behind the ones I long for

Like magic

But nothing leaves

I turn the water in my shower as hot as I can some nights
Scalding again the skin of my back until it leaves a field of red
To punish myself for my existence and my face

Because the self-loathing isn’t enough sometimes

I wash and scrub harder

Everything I want to change comes crashing in like a landslide
I wish I could be beautiful

I wish I could feel beautiful

I wish I could stop feeling like this

I wish I could stop feeling ugly

I wish I was white
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The Pull of the Sea

I am sixteen

When I go back to Vietham

And the decade apart has inspired daydreams of what my return to
the motherland will be like

Attained belonging

Community

Family unlike the one back home

Where we are together, yet feel as if we have to survive on our own
Thanks to the cultural and generational chasms that have grown
between us

Something

I'm longing for something

Anything that gives me answers for who I am

I am met with the ghosts of past memories

How my grandma’s house is just as I remembered it

The small balcony overlooking rice fields that go on as far as my
eyes can see

The huge mahogany altar honoring each deceased family member
with their portrait and food offerings

Yet the familiar place in my head has become a stranger to me
Like how the house was much taller and narrower this time around
And when were there neighbors?

Then I realize

It’s me I don’t know at all

I don’t find those fantasies I envisioned

I meet people with faces like me

Knowing I'm not like them

Knowing I'm not one of them

I am trapped by my inability to talk to them

Too insecure in how little Vietnamese I actually understand and
speak

The language that was originally my first love

In my ancestral homeland

Motherland and fatherland

I am a stranger

In the country I never had the chance to live in
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In the country that tells me my existence is wrong
I am a stranger

Under the Sea

The revelation of how I am a stranger without a home comes
Like waves at the shore as I stand there

Unable and unwilling to move

Only to feel the water crash against my ankles

Pulling the sand supporting me along with it

Before long I join

Suddenly I am under the sea

The more I sink, the more the sunlight escapes

Allowing the darkness to flood in

Instead of trickling water

I hear voices

Instead of marine wildlife

I see visions of times after the trip

“I don’t feel Vietnamese or American”

My mother confides in me as we drive past the liquor store on the
way to the house

A distant look in her eye

As if she’s searching for a feeling of home she lost decades ago
I didn’t have the courage to tell her “me too”

I still don’t

“I'm kind of jealous that you have a direct cultural connection like
you do”

One of my friends tells me late at night while sitting under the
fluorescent light of her kitchen

I didn’t have the courage to tell her with knowing the history in my
veins

Comes pain she will not understand

A pain I struggled to understand

A pain that feels like an openly bleeding heart in my hands

I still don’t

“You're so lucky you never have to doubt being Vietnamese”
An old friend struggling with her own race tells me

I know she meant well
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That she is grateful I don’t have to experience what she’s had to
Except her hopes are made of idealistic ignorance

For I have had my identity put into question

By outsiders

By family

By my people

By me

I didn’t have the courage to tell her how wrong she was then
I still don’t

So I bite my lip and lie through my teeth

And I say I'm fine

Rushing water and a symphony of discord fills my eardrums
The abyss is darker than it was before

Maybe it would be better if I make this place my home

For I don’t belong anywhere else

The Return

I don’t remember when “I'm going to drown here” gave way

To the revelation

“I can swim”

If it’s taken days or years to remember

I open my eyes and see how bubbles from my muzzled breath float
up

Giving me a compass

As I swim further up

The voices and visions from before

Of my mother

My friend

And someone I once loved

Sink to the bottom and a weight sheds itself from my shoulders the
moment I see light dancing

A feeling akin to being wrapped up in a warm blanket during winter
nights comes over me

As I see faces of loved ones and muses and hear their voices around
me

The chosen family of those like me

Who once felt as if they were drowning
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But escaped the abyss

Lifting others out with tales of their own survival

The chosen family of those different from me

Unable to understand all the forces that threaten to drown me
But still able to cast a safety net when the feeling washes over
Just as I see where the surface lies

I see something golden out of the corner of my eye tucked among
coral reefs

I stop where I am, suspending myself in the water for a moment
Contemplating if I pursue it as land is so close

But what’re a few moments under water compared to the eternity
before

I swim towards it and find a glowing orb and I hold it in my palms
The warmth it unleashes soaks through my skin

It’s the story of my Vietnamese name

And how I would feign forgetfulness to ask my mother what my
name means over and over again

When really I cherished the gentleness in her voice each time she
spoke of its origins

Of how it’s a wish for me to have a good heart and a happy life
The name I spent so much time hiding away from others has
become a haven

As I try to reclaim an identity that has been taken from me time and
time again

I cradle it close to me

Tears burn in my eyes but the surrounding sea veils them

‘T'm sorry you spent so much time in the dark’

‘I'm sorry you spent so much time as my greatest shame’

‘Now you are my greatest treasure’

Before I leave the reef

I think of leaving it where I found it

In fear of what happens when I bring it with me

When I reclaim the name I've spent so much of my life hating and
how everything would change

But the eyes in my loved ones’ faces tell me everything I need to
know

‘Everything is going to be okay’
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So I swim

Air floods my lungs and I clutch onto the orb as if it’s my own kin
I take everything in and I realize

I am back at the river

I look down at the water I emerged from

The river is no longer divided by the boundaries of glowing honey
and the abyss

They have fused into one

I cradle the orb to me and feel it disappear into my chest becoming
a part of me

I look down at the water one more time and instead of the hatred I
once felt looking at my reflection

I think of my ancestors and how they live on through me

My dark hair that captures sunlight

My golden skin as my mother puts it

My earth-colored eyes

While I go towards the riverbank

I dare myself to think, ‘T’ll be okay’

The lost are not lost forever
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Bojack Horseman: A Human Representation of
Mental Health and lliness, Told Through Some
Anthropomorphic Animals
Hanh Bui

The best way to summarize the emotional roller coaster the cast
and the audience would get themselves into upon getting involved
in the Netflix original series Bojack Horseman was best said by
show creator Raphel Bob-Waksberg: “What did we sign up for?”
(“The Cast and the Creators Say Goodbye”). Because no one was
expecting a show about a washed-up 90s actor who’s a horse-man
to be capable of covering topics such as depression, trauma, abuse,
and many, many others with the grace and nuance it does. But here
we are and we’re going to talk about it.

I could go on all day about all the things this show does right and

I have. My friends are well aware of my adoration for this show.
Bojack Horseman has never ceased to experiment throughout the
show, as they’ve engaged in different techniques that elevate the
story like utilizing a different art style to represent the characters’
headspaces. The same could be said of their narratives with some
episodes, like one with no dialogue and one with a pure monologue.

Simply put there’s a lot to be said about Bojack Horseman, but I
want to focus on how it handled mental health and illness with the
care it deserves, yet has often been deprived of in the media. The
animated series tackles stigmas both the subject and the people
living with the conditions have been subjected to, such as how
mental illness can be conquered with love or success, how there’s
one way to experience a mental illness, and finally how recovery is
possible.

Something very common in media representations of mental illness
is often the over-exaggeration and stereotyping of symptoms, which
hardly leaves any room for nuance. Depressed people are just sad
all the time. People with OCD are just super into organization.
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People with schizophrenia are stereotyped to be menaces of society.
The list goes on. Movies that come to mind include some horror
movies like Split (2016) and Psycho (1959). Both of which present
people with multiple personality disorders being inherently violent,
which only perpetuates misunderstandings and stigmas about the
condition. But in reality, people who live with mental illness are
often not perpetrators of violence and even those with the same
diagnosis can experience it differently. According to the National
Institute of Mental Health, an estimated 51.9 million American
adults are living with a mental illness. So logically, there’s no way
all these people can experience something the same way. Yet there
seem to be a plethora of generalized representations of living with
mental illness.

Bojack Horseman does not fall into this trap and demonstrates
how there is great diversity in how people with the same diagnosis
experience it through its characters. Diane, Bokjack’s closest friend,
tends to isolate herself when she’s experiencing depressive episodes,
best seen when she flew to Vietnam on a whim after her divorce in
the episode “The Dog Days Are Over.” Princess Carolyn, his on-and-
off lover/agent, ignores her own needs and issues by taking care of
others. She admits to this, “I compulsively take care of other people
when I don’t know how to take care of myself” (“Out to Sea”). An
important side character, Sarah Lynn, who acts as a stand-in for

a typical screwed up child star, turns to drugs and partying as an
escape from reality and her self loathing. Then, of course, we have
to understand where Bojack falls under this, and simply put he

is a combination of isolation and drinking away his problems. In
addition, we watch similar people like Diane and Bojack go through
similar experiences, yet be shaped by them and think about them
in different ways. One instance where this is demonstrated is when
they argue about therapy, something Diane thinks Bojack should
pursue, but he insists, “I’'m not someone therapy works on” (“INT.
SUB"). This moment can be as enlightening as it can be frustrating,
when given the context of how long Diane has seen therapists
throughout the series and how adamant she is on being the best
version of herself. However, Bojack has been running away from
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his problems all his life and refused to seek out professional help.
We see how characters who are more similar than they are different
can diverge in the ways they handle their intersecting trauma and
misery.

This kind of representation comes off refreshing due to how it
doesn’t present mentally ill people as a monolith, and instead as
people with varied experiences from one another. It feels much
more grounded and closer to reality than all depressed characters
thinking and acting the same way because creators are misinformed
or don’t care to research. Characters like Diane and Bojack give
people living with depression many chances to feel seen and

heard in their experience. For people who may not experience

it themselves, but know someone, it can give them insight into
something they didn't understand before and potentially make them
a better support system for their loved ones.

Another common stereotype in regards to mental health
representation is how someone can simply overcome their mental
illness with love or success. A common culprit of this being the rom-
com genre, where there are obstacles the protagonists have to face
to reach the end goal: true love. Sometimes psychological conditions
can pose as an obstacle to love, which becomes something to
overcome. An example would be Silver Linings Playbook (2012),

a controversial movie as people point out its virtues and failings.
Vulture asked Harvard Medical School psychiatrist Dr. Steven
Schlozman if the movie followed the trope of two “crazy” people
falling in love balances them out was apparent. Scholzman
acknowledged that it’s common for people living with psychiatric
illnesses to fare better when they are in love, but concluded,

“The part that’s unheard of is that you suddenly don’t need your
medicines and life goes on fine forever” (Vulture).

The way the show challenges this trope can be seen throughout all

the characters at some point throughout the series, but I want to
focus on the titular character himself, Bojack.
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He has the ideal life when we first meet him. He’s riding his

90s sitcom fortune, able to live it up, and doesn't have any
responsibilities, yet despite his privilege, he is miserable. As the
series continues, we watch him fall in and out of love with different
women and find acting opportunities, such as his ultimate dream
of playing racehorse Secretariat. But none of it is enough to remedy
the internal issues he is dealing with. And he’s aware of how these
things don’t stop the internal misery he feels as he shouted at a
former lover, “Great house, great career, great life! Must be why
I'm so goddamn happy all the time” (“Yes and”). At this moment,
he demonstrates a self-awareness of the futility of having all these
things in his life and how they don’t make him any happier, which
directly challenges common convenient happy endings. And time
and time again throughout the series, the show would demonstrate
the pattern of how things like success could make someone happy,
but it’s all temporary before returning to normal. He gets his dream
role in Season 2. He’s not happy. He got an Oscar nomination in
Season 3 only to have it not be real (long story), but the moment
Bojack thought he had it, he said, “I feel... the same” (“It’s You”).
Bleak, I'm aware, but in its bleakness, there’s something oddly
inspiring in it. It’s relatable, to say the least, in how the things we
pursue in hopes of being happy, such as a promotion, test grade,

or love interest, but ultimately it doesn’t fill the void we have. Yes,
this sounds depressing, but it is moments of realism like this that
can be valuable to viewers. Especially if they're navigating the strife
of life and stories like Bojack Horseman can provide them solace
in knowing other people think like them and have been through
experiences like theirs if they’re able to write about it.

Finally, another mental health stereotype the show throws on its
head is the idea that mentally ill people are beyond repair or can’t
ever get better. Dr. Otto Wahl, a clinical psychologist and author of
“Media Madness: Public Images of Mental Illness", said, “recovery
is seldom shown” (US News). He has a point there since some
iconic movies depicting mental health institutions, like One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), depict psychiatry wards as abysmal
environments with staff actively wanting to manipulate or control
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their patients like the antagonist Nurse Ratched. Depictions like this
present psychiatry wards and mental health resources in a negative
light, potentially discouraging people who need the help to seek it
out. We can also connect the rarity of seeing what recovery looks
like for mentally ill characters as often endings for them come in the
form of their downfall, rather as a form of karma for their “inherent
violent natures” or in some form of a tragedy.

You get the drill by now. This is where I say how Bojack Horseman
deviates off this path in their storytelling. They take their time
showing how Bojack recovers in a way that’s more so learning to live
with his condition better and improving as a person. This point in
Bojack’s character development is a long time coming, after seasons
of him running from his problems. There are a lot of calls for him

to be better, such as his former best friend saying, “You can’t keep
doing shitty things and feel bad about them like that makes it okay!
You need to be better!” (“It’s You”). There are also some integral
moments, such as how he took advantage of a family’s trust in him
in Season 2 or how he brought Sarah Lynn out of her sobriety to
have a bender, resulting in her overdose in Season 3. Yet the change
he needs to undertake doesn’t happen, demonstrating a sense of
realism behind how difficult it is for people to change. Not because
they want to but because they need to. The need for him to change
comes at the end of Season 5 after his addiction to painkillers
spirals into an unhealthy dependence on them and countless acts of
reckless, harmful behavior. While this is an important factor leading
up to him taking responsibility to change for the better, the catalyst
comes from seeking Diane out for help, who encourages him to go
to rehab in face of his initial fears.

In the Season 6 premiere, we first watch Bojack go through
symptoms of alcohol withdrawal through his fatigue and nausea,
just some of the common symptoms associated with it according
to the American Addiction Centers Organization. This can be seen
interfering with his ability to fully engage with activities such as
group therapy, hiking, and others.
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While he does make some progress, it’s catalyzed when he sees a
picture of Sarah Lynn, who went to the same facility he’s staying

at, he is reminded of why he needs to be there. Because it could
have been him instead. From that moment forward, we watch him
become more engaged in the activities. He starts talking during
therapy sessions, he participates in art therapy, and he makes more
progress on the group hikes than he did when he first got there.
Fittingly, this change within him can be represented through the
scenes of him tending to his plant blooming a flower bud and how
he reaches the peak of the mountain after a few tries.

The show easily could have just skipped to the Bojack we see at the
end of this montage progression, but it would come off as inorganic
to skip to the better version of Bojack without showing any of the
struggles with getting sober. It’s consistent with the show’s message
of many on how these changes take time and it’s something that can
be appreciated by audiences who have been through what Bojack is
going through, such as rehab or withdrawal.

Once he’s out of rehab, and for most of the season, Bojack is
genuinely a better person than he was before. He’s not only

sober, but he’s become more compassionate and more self-
reflective. While one can appreciate how the titular character

is communicating with those around him, the change he’s gone
through is best shown through his actions. There are all these little
instances of the writers putting him in situations, where if it were
old Bojack, he would have lashed out or sabotaged something for
selfish reasons. To get a frame of reference of how he used to act,
Bojack sabotaged his former roommate’s rock opera to prevent him
from moving out.

In contrast, one scene from Season 6 is when Diane tells him she’s
moving to Chicago. She tells him how she can’t in good faith leave if
she doesn't know he’ll be okay. He tells her then and there, “That’s
not a friendship, that’s a hostage situation. Go to Chicago. I'll be
fine” (“Surprise!”). The show could have just had him talk about
how he’s changed, but that would feel empty if his actions aren’t
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aligning with what he’s saying. So for him to emphasize how she
should go and not worry about him feels a lot more satisfying.

But things get complicated as journalists are uncovering what

he’s done in the past. Just as they present the highlights of his
transformation, the creative team explores downfalls through his
relapse. Not only does he relapse in drugs and alcohol in the latter
half of the season in response to his stress, but he does indulge

in some of the toxic behavior that he spent so long living with.

This is best illustrated when he’s talking to his friends about the
journalists, “I bet there’s dirt on them we could dig up... that’ll teach
those bloodthirsty leeches" (“Sunk Cost and All That”). While this
moment is chilling in itself, it makes a lot of sense upon further
examination. There are moments in our lives when people revert to
who they were because of how familiar an instinct is to them. In a
moment of stress, he temporarily returned to being the person who
goes on offense in response to situations outside his control because
that is what he’s used to. That doesn’t make it excusable as his
friend Todd calls him out on how he felt like talking to “Old Bojack”
(“Sunk Cost and All That”).

Near the end of the series, the show teases out for a moment on
rather Bojack lives or dies after a near overdose. Not only was

the penultimate episode inferring it, but there had been a lot of
references of him drowning such as the opening and a bunch of
background easter eggs, so it seemed like a possibility. Thankfully
he lives and we get the final episode “Nice while it Lasted.” With
the finale, the show not only sends off their characters with a
bittersweet goodbye with the different conversations Bojack has
with the others but also emphasizes how Bojack finds some sense of
redemption while not excusing him for his past actions.

There’s no chance of forgiving him for everything he’s done, as
he’s done some heinous things and the show does not let him off
the hook for them by any means. Bojack’s in jail for breaking and
entering into his old house and some important people cut him
out of their lives after finding out what he’s done. But the show
also takes the time to show how he’s making the best of prison life
with him starting a theater program and reflecting on what he’s
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going to do after it, such as volunteering and making sure he stays

sober. With all of this in mind, the show leaves behind a wonderful
poignant set of messages for their audience with the show drawing
to a close.

One being how even setbacks like relapsing in old behaviors is just
as much a part of recovery as the accomplishments and it doesn’t
make it any less valid. Believing recovery can only be a positive
linear progression is unrealistic, so showing how ups and downs are
a part of growing is such a simple yet powerful message for viewers.
To have someone who’s messed up as Bojack find some redemption
tells audience members if someone like him can achieve it, so can
you. This is quite powerful as many people often feel it’s too late for
them to change or they’re beyond help, so for a character arc like
Bojack’s to exist can be the thing that tells people it’s never too late
to make those changes.

With the show ending a few months ago, I wanted to put ink to
paper on how much this show means to me, both as a writer and

a person with depression. Not only has this show pushed me
creatively, but it’s been of great comfort even with its depressing
nature. It’s all thanks to the love and care the writers put into how
they wrote about mental illness. They write life with a mental illness
in such a human way often devoid in media, through the different
ways people live with it and how it’s not something to be cured but
lived with. And most beautifully, they left fans with the message of
how change is possible for them even if it doesn't come easy or they
don’t believe they deserve it.

Ask me a few years ago if I thought a show like Bojack Horseman
could exist and I would have said no. But here we are and thankfully
it does. While it’s sad to see good times come to an end, I can’t help
but be excited about the future stories that will follow the legacy

of compassionate and real storytelling Bojack Horseman left in its
wake.
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Reporting Live from the Nap!

Jade Thomas

6:08 A.M. - Weekday
“Deborah, do you have the weather for us this morning?”

It never matters what the meteorologists have to say: weather in
Indianapolis does what it wants. 70% chance of rain? Expect a heat
wave. The light chill of late fall? It'll snow instead.

It’s the very opposite of the nature of the state’s people. Spontaneity
is a foreign language that isn’t taught in any of the schools, not

even the expensive boarding school up north, or the affluent public
schools dispersed around the outskirts of the city.

Everyone wakes up before dawn, packs onto the highways, the
ramps, the streets decorated with old potholes, new potholes,
construction crews if they are especially lucky, and goes about
doing the expected. Predictability is the motto of the state, not
"Crossroads of America." It’s Naptown, not because nothing ever
happens, but because what does happen never creeps up on you,
never startles you, never shakes and wakes you up.

It’s quiet in the mornings, nighttime slumber bleeding into cozy
chaos. Black families argue over the radio in the morning, but that
too, is tame. 96.3 or 106.7? A new rapper from the East coast, or the
old, reliable melodies of Babyface, plucked right from Indianapolis
sleepiness? Whip Appeal always wins out, because it’s Indianapolis,
and even in the midst of debate, there’s a predictable winner.

Elections are not contested here. The whole state bleeds red,

from the flat top up by Michigan, to the low tip that hangs down

by Kentucky. Campaigns are often a formality. You’'ll drive down
bumpy roads around the Herron Morton district in the mornings,
might see a smattering of conflicting signs, slogans with all bark and
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no bite, but they never matter anyway. Novembers are a formality
here, because everything seems to be so predictable.

“Well, Chris, the weather looks great today.”

When you arrive at your destination, after lazily fighting tooth
and nail through the streets and highways, you’ll bunch up an
old sweater or jacket, tie it around your waist, sling it across your
forearm, stuff it in your bag. The weather is so spontaneous, that
even that is predictable.

5:30 P.M - Weekday

“Two fatal shootings on the city’s east side this past weekend
has leaders wondering what more they should do to unite our
community. Brad Thompson has the story.”

It’s a city built on appearances. On the surface it’s smooth, calm,
homogeneous, polite, acceptable. It’s perfect; you can immediately
understand why young families flock to its suburbs, enthralled with
its cheap prices and welcoming, predictably polite community.

But that’s the initial perception.

The 317 is a thousand moving parts at once, and never working
together. The news helicopters that perch low over

the city will see the thin film of savory stew hiding the real stuff, the
yanking stuff underneath. The rich feelings, the kind that bite you
back. It’s lumpy, none of the ingredients ever melting together, yet
it still manages to warm you inside and out, zips a pleasant shiver
up your spine.

Fountain Square and Broad Ripple, maybe Nora on a good day:
liberal oases. The downtown area is a prickly mix of conservative
politics, rainbow stickers on storefronts, new play showings at
the IRT, and the gospel, the holy grail: basketball. The city fans
out into the more complicated suburbs: Old Money with New
Problems, neighborhoods with so much Black history that not
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even gentrification have scrubbed them clean, the sterile ones with
organic markets and Kumon centers and upscale boutiques, and
then there’s the parts that everyone is dying to unify, to heal, to

fix. And the joke is, they don’t need fixing. There is so much love

in those areas, in the neighborhoods with corner stores, and real
beauty supply stores, and Jordan’s Fish & Chicken, that it spills out
in the roads, fills the potholes like Christmas stockings, sprinkles a
little bit over the other suburbs just for kicks.

And whatever violence is there, whatever unexpected jolt occurs, is
not that unexpected. Because Indianapolis is built on appearances,
on “how are you?”s and shoulder rubs, awkward smiles in elevators
and hushed whispers at school recitals. Negative emotion doesn’t
bubble out, only festers, rots, sours, until it blows the lid off and
shatters the image in the mirror and then,

“This is not who we are as a city,’ the mayor remarks at a Monday
morning press conference. ‘Our city is better than this.” Back to you
Bridget.”

11:25 P.M. - Weekday
“Carl Johnson is ready to give us the sports rundown. Carl?”

Naptown is sleepy, disjointed, predictable, and built on lies. But it’s
dazzling too. It’s not the amazement that strikes a person at once,
like a thunderstorm in July, but something that you learn, like your
times tables, or why Indiana is so flat in the first place. It’s a fact
that crawls into your bones, nudges against your skin, murmurs
against your heart, saying, “Sick of me yet?” And yeah, you are kind
of sick of it, not unlike the weariness of a decades long marriage,
but the comfort is there. Indianapolis doesn’t need to know your
name, because you've shouted it all over the city, doesn’t need to
know your blood type, because you've scraped your knees on all the
sidewalks, doesn’t need to know your fears, because it’s crafted all of
them by hand. Indy is an old lover that you're tired of but can’t get
away from, not completely.
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When you start to wonder if you really love it, if you love this mid-
sized city in the middle of nowhere Midwest, if there is anything
really lovable about it at all, it switches up on you. Not enough to
shake and wake you up, but enough to spark something in your
chest that responds, “No, I'm not sick of you. I will never be sick of
you. You sick of me?”

Monday night football, Super Bowl Sundays, March Madness, high
school basketball, and soccer, and God, who’d forget the 500. Small
moments of excitement that grip everyone by the chin and force
them to look the city in the eye, breathe a quick oath of loyalty.

And when you're old enough, and know you’re going to leave,
trading 317 for a different three digits, you understand that you’ll
have an uneven scab on your heart for a very long time, collateral
from the leftover dazzle, proof that you didn’t just witness the
occasional excitement, but lived in it, grew up in it even. So maybe
you’ll spend a long time looking for something like that again, a
place that never wakes up, that is so disunified that it pleases you,
its excitement so few and far between that you brace yourself for
impact.

“The Colts had everyone on the edge of their seats tonight,

clinching an unexpected win against the Ravens in the last thirty
seconds of the game...”
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Cake Doughnuts
Jade Thomas

My grandparents’ house always smelled the same. They had
moved around so much in my childhood but that lingering scent
of rich food, fabric softener, and dust, always assaulted my senses.
It was unbearable when nauseous, and barely noticeable when the
house was full. It was there though, present in its subtlety, like
the layered love between Granny and Papa, or the crisp animosity
between my aunts and uncles, or the weary resignation of all of our
lives just cruising by through those same Indianapolis streets.

It smelled different on some days. That day it was doughnuts.
Long’s Bakery’s doughnuts, searing goodness with grease that
drizzled through the white box, the flaps abused because Papa had
probably opened the box in the car, but he was always too clumsy to
close packages correctly. My grandma ran a wet hand over his scalp,
soap suds clinging to her wedding band.

“Your haircut is nice. Lord knows you needed one. Did you get
the cake doughnuts?”

He moved an elbow to block her petting, scowling. “No, if you
wanted cake doughnuts you could’ve driven down there and got
some damn cake doughnuts. Hey, bird. Got some doughnuts.”

I was reading on my phone, eyes burning through glasses with
an expired prescription.

He pushed the box towards me on the fold-up card table in the
kitchen. “Thanks, Papa.” “Hm. They're still warm too.”

“You need to stop spoiling her,” My grandma reminded him,
now placing a package of

frozen chicken in warm tap water.

“Oh, mind your business. Damn,” he muttered, face contorted.
Raw red lips stretched thin, dark brown skin deepened in more
wrinkles.

“I'm making chicken tonight. Probably some mashed potatoes.
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Do you want some mixed vegetables?” My grandma asked me.
“You make the same thing every night.”
“What, you wanna cook?”

“I like mixed vegetables,” I chimed in. “You should eat more
vegetables, Papa.”

He scoffed. “Oh yeah? All right.”

I went back to my book, and Granny went back to the task of
cooking, hands moving on instinct rather than actual thought. Papa
recounted stories from the barbershop, the McDonald’s corner
tables, and any news he had heard on the radio on his way home. To
anyone else, it would look like he was talking to a wall. Granny still
had irritation painted on her face like graffiti, shoulders hunched
in defense. But it was not a still image: it flickered back and forth
like an optical illusion, and when you got close, and looked past the
initial layer, you were catapulted into something deep, spiraling,
incomprehensible. And then it was closed off again, like it was never
there.

I had eaten three doughnuts already, all by myself. The rich
scent of food floated back into the air and the aged silence coated
the condo.

Granny heaved a deep sigh, shoved a pan into the oven, and
shuffled into the living room on sandaled feet. My hand moved
towards the last doughnut, its scent a reprieve from salt and pepper,
butter, and baked chicken. Papa tugged the box closer to him. “You
don’t need all those sweets. Bad for your teeth, bird. Then you won’t
have any, like me.” He gnashed his gums to show the empty sockets.

“Aw, stop that’s so nasty! You have stuff in your mouth!”

“Well, leave the last one for your grandma. She’ll probably want
it. Cow,” he muttered under his breath. And then he shuffled into
the leaving room, big black shoes thumping as he went. And then
they watched the afternoon news in silence, ate in silence, watched
the nightly news in silence, watched Wheel of Fortune in silence.
Their distinct house scent wrapped around them like a shawl, and
my grandma tore off a piece of that sweet doughnut right when
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MSNBC started its late night leg of programming, the fine sweetness
cutting through familiarity like a rough piece of twine.

Papa winked at me as Granny continued to break the delicacy
into smaller pieces. “Now see Jay Bird, she’ll eat anything.” There
was annoyance on his face, but that too was like a flickering image,
catapulting you into something yanking, historic, vivid in its
dullness. He hid his smile when he coughed, and the image stilled.
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