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     Thanks for all your love and support.  


     I love you. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     After Dark 


     The girl raced down the sidewalk, her red sneakers pounding against the concrete. Her foot caught on a raised block and she fell forward with a thud, skinning her elbows. She quickly scrambled up and started to run again, but a hand grabbed her by the neck and dragged her back. She gasped for air as the man’s fingers dug into her throat, and her head ricocheted off of the brick wall as he slammed her against the brick building. 


     The man slammed the girl against the wall once more before letting go. She crumpled to the floor, unconscious. Rasping, the man knelt next to the girl’s lifeless body and produced a syringe from his pocket. He inserted the needle into her jugular vein and took some blood. Then he removed the needle, brought it up to his face and jabbed it into his temple. He let out a rumbling sigh as the dead girl’s blood flowed into his veins and eased his pain. A moment passed and the relief was washed away by more agony. The man rasped and stood. “Need…more…” he muttered as he hobbled down the sidewalk, away from the body. “Need…more…” 


     In the shadows of the alleyway, a figure emerged. It was a young woman wearing a hooded black cloak that covered her face so that all but her ethereal green eyes were enveloped in shadow. Damn, Eden thought, gazing down the slumped cadaver of the girl. She was so young. 


     She regretted doing nothing to stop that man- that creature- from taking another innocent life, but she couldn’t have made herself known to him in case her hunch had been wrong. 


     Now that she knew for certain that her target was not among the living, she would make sure to intervene. 


     ~ 


     Lily tripped out the door of the bar and landed flat on her face in the alley. “You better not know your face ’round here no more, punk!” The fat bartender shouted at her and slammed the door. 


     She flipped her black ringlets out of her eyes and glared up at the closed door. Then she stood up, dusted off her jean jacket & pink dress ensemble, only to run into a man in a leather jacket standing in the middle of the alley. He stared at her with glassy eyes, his face sickly pale and his lips blue and crusty. His short blond hair was the same colour and texture as straw. She thought he looked like a reanimated corpse. 


      “Excuse me,” she said, moving past him and walking onto the street. The man grunted and followed after her, determined to get the fresh lifeblood that flowed through the young mortal’s veins. 


     Once the two had left the alley, Eden appeared in the shadows again. She detached herself from their grasp and stepped out into the street, gazing in the direction her target went. It wasn’t long before she heard a shriek coming from the vacant parking lot at the end of the road. She sped over and saw the dark-skinned girl being menaced by the creature. 


      “No! Let me go!” she cried. 


     The man snarled like a beast and picked her up by the neck. “Need…more!” he bellowed. 


     Before he could do anything else, Eden stepped in. “Hey!” 


     The man looked over, startled. In an instant, Eden moved through the shadows to the other side of the parking lot and shoved the girl away from him. The girl fell to the ground, gasping for air. Eden grabbed the man by his worn leather jacket and lifted him up in the air. He rasped and clutched at her gloved hands with his own withered ones. 


      “Need…mortal…” 


     Eden snorted. “That’s not going to happen.” With that, she focused all her energy in him and the creature soon dissipated into thin air and was gone. She sighed and dropped her arms to her sides. Then she turned to the dark-skinned girl, who was still gasping, now staring into the space where the man had been with wide eyes. 


     Eden offered her a hand. “Need help?” 


     ~ 


     Lily was still certain she was having a nightmare. She had just seen a man vanish into thin air right before her eyes! There was no way that could have been real… right? Well, this Goth girl that killed him was certainly real, and she was reaching her hand out to her. “Need help?” The girl asked. 


     Reluctantly, Lily took her hand and the girl helped her up. “Thanks,” Lily said, rubbing her throat where the man had grabbed her. She was certain it would leave bruises. 


     The girl’s black-painted lips grew into a friendly smile, her eyes glowing a neon green under the shadow of her hood. “How about I walk you home? It’s not safe to be out here after dark.” 


     Lily bit her lip. Go home with a stranger? She had just experienced what talking to people she didn’t know at nighttime would do. The girl in front of her seemed fairly nice, however, and she did save Lily from dying. 


      “Sure,” she answered. “I only live a couple of streets over.” 


     The girl nodded and they started walking. “What’s your name?” she asked. 


      “Lily. What’s yours?” 


      “Eden.” 


     The two girls walked in silence for a while. In her mind, Lily had so many questions for Eden. Who was that guy? What did you do to him? How did you do it? She took a deep breath. 


      “Who-” 


      “You’re wondering who that man was that attacked you,” Eden stated. Lily nodded silently. 


      “He is not a creature of this realm,” she explained further. “He was once human, but his soul had been warped beyond repair.”
    His soul? Lily thought. “What do you mean by this realm?” 


     Eden sighed. She knew that it was not wise to tell mortals too much about the state of existence, but she felt that Lily had a right to know the true nature of what she had just been through. “This realm, as in this plane of existence. There are three: the mortal- or living- realm, the in-between, and the afterlife.” 


     Lily was dumbfounded. She just stared with wide eyes, unsure of whether to believe what Eden was saying or not. 


     Eden continued. “As for the man that attacked you, he was a mortal whose soul refused to pass on. Like all souls that remain trapped in the in-between, he became a hollow shell of a person. Those creatures seek the lifeblood of living humans because they think it will ease the pain they feel from not being truly connected to the body they inhabit. It won’t do anything, though.” 


      “That sounds horrible,” Lily murmured. 


     “It is.” 


     She hesitated before blurting, “Are you human?” 


     Eden stopped, her face expressionless. She answered, her voice little more than a whisper: “I don’t know what I am.” 


     At last, they stopped in front of the boarding house. “We’re here,” Lily said, gesturing up at the rectangular grey building. Eden glanced up at it once nonchalantly, then held out her hands. “Give me your hand.” 


      “Why?” Lily asked. 


      “Please.” 


     She sighed and rested her hand in Eden’s palms. Suddenly she felt a wave of sensation go through her. She looked up at the girl in front of her, whom she noticed had eerie green eyes. “Who are you?” She asked, jerking her hand away. 


     The girl smiled sadly. “Be careful. It’s not safe to be out after dark.” With that, she walked down the dimly lit street and disappeared into the night. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Monster 


     Caitlyn avoided her mother’s stern gaze, unsure of what to say that could explain her absence the past few nights. She could have said that she had been at softball practice, but her mother wouldn’t have believed that. Besides, what could possibly explain the bloodstains on her clothes and her newly sharpened teeth? She couldn’t say ‘I’m becoming a monster’ to her. Her mother would never understand. 


      “It’s three in the morning,” her mother said. “Where have you been?” Her voice was soft, which meant one thing: she was beyond angry at her daughter. 


     Caitlyn hesitated, her mind racing to think of what to say. “I was…out.” 


      “Don’t give me that cryptic crap,” her mother snapped. “I asked you where you were. You’d better give me an answer, or so help me-” 


      “It’s complicated, mom. You wouldn’t understand.” 


      “Really? Then try me.” She gestured to the blood on Caitlyn’s clothes. “Where did all that blood come from? Were you in a gang fight?” 


     If a clan of vampires counts as a gang, then sure, Caitlyn thought. She fought back nervous laughter. 


      “Are you in a gang? Answer me!” 


     She could hear the tears in her mother’s voice. “No mom, I’m not.” 


      “Then what’s happening to you?” 


     Caitlyn took a deep breath and answered. “Mom…I’m a vampire.” 


     ~ 


     The next morning, Caitlyn got dressed and went downstairs for breakfast. Her mother was in the kitchen making pancakes. “Morning, mom!” Caitlyn greeted her.  


     She said nothing and kept her head down. 


     Is she ignoring me? Caitlyn thought. “Nice to see you too…” she muttered. 


     Well, what do you expect me to say?” Her mother asked sharply, spinning around to face her daughter. “Do you honestly expect everything to be the way it used to be, even after what you told me last night?” 


     Actually yes, Caitlyn thought. She was shocked by her mother’s response. “I’m sorry, mom. If it makes you feel any better, I feel like crap too.” 


      “How is that supposed to make me feel better? Do you have any idea what it’s like to find out your child isn’t even human anymore?” 


      “Well do you understand what it’s like to know that you’re slowly becoming a monster and you can’t control it? Or that there’s a whole group of those monsters trying to kill you? No, you don’t, so let me tell you how it feels. It feels like hell. So when you say I don’t know how it feels, I do. Only for me? It’s even worse!” 


     Her mother was silent. Then she quietly spoke. “Go to your room.” 


     Caitlyn blinked. “What?” 


      “I said go to your room!” Her mother shouted. “Now!” 


     The girl clenched her fists and fought back a scream in retort. “Gladly,” she growled. Then she stormed out of the room. 


     Her mother leaned against the counter and burst into tears. 


     ~ 


     Caitlyn’s throat was sore from shrieking into her pillow, and her face was sticky with tears. She sat up and hugged the pillow to her chest, hiccupping with sobs. As she wiped her eyes on her sleeve, she couldn’t help but think: Why did this have to happen to me? First her friends, and now her mother. Everyone had turned away. No one wanted anything to do with her now that she was a monster. 


     Are you happy now, Cait? Everybody hates you. Was it really worth it? 


     She choked back another sob. No, it wasn’t worth it. 


     She never should have gone to that party. She never should have gone along with what Toby had wanted, even if it meant she would be more ‘popular’ or whatever. Popularity was nothing compared to her own mortality. But she had given that up, and in return? She lost everything and everyone. After all, who could love someone with a constant thirst for blood? 


     I should just get Toby to finish it already, she thought that she lay down across her bed. She was on the road to hell anyway. There was no point in being in more agony than necessary. 


     It was decided, then. She would go to Toby to complete her transformation and become a full-fledged vampire. 


     ~ 


     That night, after her mother was asleep, Caitlyn snuck out of her window. She ran through the cold night air until she reached the empty lot where the party had been the week before. 


      “I was wondering when you’d show up again,” a voice said. Caitlyn turned and faced the smirking blond-haired boy standing behind her: Toby. At the sight of his cocky expression, she snarled and went to shove him. “You piece of shit.” 


      “Ouch,” he sarcastically responded, shoving her back. “What was that for? I thought you would be happy to see me.” 


      “Happy?! You ruined my life, you selfish asshole!” 


      “Hey, you were the one who said you’d give anything to be popular! I just assumed that included your mortality too.” Toby grinned, revealing his sharp fangs. 


     Caitlyn shook her head, beginning to tear up again. “No. Not for this.” She sniffed. “I’m a monster.” 


     Toby made a tut-tut sound and put his arm around her. “Hey, hey, it’s not so bad.” 


      “I would argue the opposite,” she muttered. 


      “So what did you really come here for?” 


     She wiped her eyes and drew a shaky breath. “I need you to complete my transformation.” 


     He paused. “Are you sure?” 


     Please. There’s nothing left for me here.” 


     Toby shrugged, brushed Caitlyn’s hair away from her neck and sank his teeth into the spot where he had bitten her before. She cried out in pain. 


     I’m sorry, mom. 


     ~ 


     When she returned home, the first thing she did was dump her school books out of her backpack. She pulled random articles of clothing out of her dresser and stuffed them inside. Then she picked up her notebook off the floor and tore a blank page out. With a heavy heart, she began to write. 


     She apologized to her mother for what she had put her through. She had confessed what had happened between her and Toby. Most of all, she stressed that her mother would be better off once she left. Perhaps she wrote that as a way of convincing herself it was true as well. 


     When she finished, she folded the note in half and wrote ‘To Mom’ on one side. She sat gingerly on the edge of her bed, throat burning and note clutched in her hands. She felt as if she had swallowed a lead weight, which made her heavy and nauseous. She would have given anything to undo what had been done. 


     No, she snapped in her head. This is for the best. It’ll be much safer when you leave. 


     She set the note on her desk, then bent down, zipped up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. As soon as she swung one leg over the windowsill, she heard the sound of a door creaking from behind. Her mother stood silently in the doorway, her mouth frozen open. 


     Before she could make a sound, Caitlyn stepped onto the roof and disappeared. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Blood in the Snow 


     The blizzard ravaged the dark forest, but Oksana kept moving. Trudging through the thick snow was difficult in only a simple shirt and jeans- especially with such a deep gash in her side, though she knew it would heal eventually- but she had no time to dwell on such things. The pack was far behind now- no doubt they intended on leaving her for dead- and she needed to focus on getting somewhere warm and safe. Somewhere where no animals would pick up on her scent and come to her, looking for a fresh meal. 


     The wind bit at her exposed face. Armies of flurries attacked her vision, and she lifted her free arm to try and block them out. Blood trickled over the fingers of the arm that she had clamped over her wound, and dripped onto the snow like hot water, melting the ground beneath them. She squinted and tried to look ahead. 


     At first, there was nothing but trees and the blackness between them. Then she saw…lights! Yes, lights from a village! She let out a soft gasp of relief and trudged faster now, almost at the clearing up ahead. 


     Suddenly, she found herself pitching forward and falling, tumbling down a hill. She landed in a heap at the bottom, causing the powdery snow to puff up like a cloud of dust. Pain rang throughout her body as she spat the stuff out of her mouth. She tilted her head to one side in an effort to flip her dark hair out of her face, struggling to prop herself up on one elbow. Then she looked up and squinted to take in her surroundings. 


     The lights were even closer now. They shone from the windows of the small houses just a few feet away from where she landed. What luck, she had landed right beside a village! She was so close… 


     She didn’t have the energy to get up. Her body ached, half-frozen from the cold, and was now soaked in blood. She tentatively pressed her hand to the gash in her side again, hissing at the pain. It didn’t help. She closed her eyes, exhausted and defeated, and waited for darkness to take over. 


     Voices from up ahead caught her attention. 


      “Over there! I told you I saw something!” 


      “Shit, Vera! That’s a person!” 


     She squinted and saw two black figures coming closer and closer; a man and a woman, as she could tell from their voices. The closest person, the woman, knelt down beside the fallen girl. 


      “Hey! Are you okay?” Her voice was faint and distant. 


     Somehow, Oksana was able to nod. The next thing she knew, she was being half-walked, half-carried through the door of the closest house. Heat blasted her as she entered the room, wrapping itself around her like a warm blanket. She found herself being led into a small living area, and the three lowered themselves down onto the battered couch. The man reached above her and tugged down the grey blanket draped over the top of the couch, and wrapped it around her shoulders.  


     The woman looked up at him. “Get her something warm to drink.” 


     The man nodded. As he left the room, Oksana noticed that he was young- early twenties, perhaps- with dirty blonde, spiky hair, and a scruffy beard. 


     The woman turned to look at her again. She looked to be the same age as the man, but with brown hair that was cut short, like it had been hacked off with a pair of scissors. She had a silver ring in her left nostril, and her almond-brown eyes were rimmed with thick eyeliner and were currently full of concern as she looked at Oksana. “Are you okay?” 


     Oksana nodded. She gently touched the area where her wound was and felt no pain. It had healed nice and fast. 


     The girl noticed, and her eyes widened at the sight of the huge bloodstain. “Oh my god, what happened?” She asked, reaching out to lift Oksana’s shirt and examine the damage. 


     Oksana shot up a hand instinctively and grabbed the girl’s, shocking them both. She cleared her throat. “I’m fine, trust me.” She said, tugging the blanket closer around her by the tassels. 


     The girl frowned, but withdrew her hands and folded them in her lap. “What’s your name?” She asked. 


      “Oksana.” 


     She smiled faintly. “That’s a nice name. I’m Vera. This is Mikhail,” she gestured to the blonde man who was now walking out of the kitchen area with a steaming black mug. 


      “We only have coffee. I hope that’s okay.” He said. 


     She took the cup and held it gingerly, smiling her thanks. She took a sip and it burned her lips. He pulled up a wooden chair sitting in the nearest corner and lowered himself down on it beside Vera. 


      “So, what were you doing out there?” 


      “It’s complicated…” 


      “We’d like to know, so we can help you,” Vera said. 


     Oksana bit her lip, tightening her hands around the mug. She wasn’t sure what to say that wouldn’t raise suspicions among these people. “I…got into a fight with a family member. It wasn’t pleasant. Then I got lost in the woods, and found my way here.” 


     Mikhail made a noise of sympathy. “So you’re all by yourself?” 


     She nodded again. They seemed to believe her. Good. 


      “You can stay here for the night if you want,” Vera suggested. “The storm’s pretty bad out there still, and you had a pretty big fall.” 


      “Oh no, I don’t want to impose…” 


     No, we insist. We have a spare room. I’ll set up the bed in there for you, and you can spend the night until the roads get cleared out tomorrow.” 


     Oksana smiled softly. “Thank you.” 


     They sat in silence for a moment. “Could you tell me where the bathroom is?” 


      “Sure. It’s at the far right of the hall.” 


     She thanked her and stood up, keeping the blanket draped over her shoulders. She made her way down the dingy grey hall and opened the door at the end on the right side. The bathroom was small and bare, but clean enough. She shut the door behind her and let out a heavy sigh. In the mirror, she looked wet and haggard. Her dark brown hair was tangled and there were dark circles around her chestnut eyes. The bruises on her face and her split lip were already fading away. She sighed and lifted up her shirt to check her wound. Her skin was healed and smooth as if there had never been a mark there in the first place. A heaviness weighed on her heart as she reflected on the events leading up to her abandonment in the forest. 


     She never meant for her imprint to be on Konstantin. It was forbidden for anyone to connect with the Alpha in such a way unless the Alpha was the one to initiate it. She knew this, and when it happened, she desperately tried to hide it. Her attempts were fruitless since the rest of the pack could see it from a mile away. And the speed at which they turned their backs on her…even her own mother wouldn’t meet her gaze as she looked, pleading for her to see that she hadn’t meant for it to happen. 


     And then the punishment. It cut her deeply to the core. 


     Konstantin had beaten her mercilessly and even tore into her side with his fangs. Despite her screams, the rest of the pack kept their faces stoic. They had already separated themselves from her. 


     She laid there, her face swollen and stinging, clutching the deep gash in her side, unable do nothing but listen to the crunching of footsteps as they walked away. Then, there was nothing. 


     She was officially an exile; as good as dead. 


     She felt the overwhelming urge to cry, but couldn’t even muster up the tears. She just let out another heavy sigh, which helped relieve the weight on her chest somewhat, before leaving the bathroom. 


     Vera had left the door to the spare room open, revealing a bare bed with a folded quilt on the end, as well as a thick grey sweater and a pair of sweatpants. She smiled; she was thankful that these people were so kind as to let a stranger stay with them. After changing out of her wet, blood-soaked clothes, she flattened out the blanket and curled up on the white mattress, wrapping the quilt around her like a cocoon. Before she knew it, she had drifted off to sleep. 


     It wasn’t until she woke again in the early hours of the morning that she knew she had made a grave mistake. 


     She lay on her side in the small bed, clutching at her stomach. The hunger rumbled painfully through her, as strong as it always was this far along in the moon cycle. She needed raw meat. 


     The thought of tearing the warm, dripping flesh of some living creature made her mouth water, and she felt her senses sharpen at the thought. 


     Vera and Mikhail were sleeping in the next room. She could hear their soft breathing and feel the steady thumping of their hearts; the warmth of their bodies- blood and tender meat. Drool began to seep down her chin, and she rubbed her face against the pillow to wipe it away. 


     She had to hunt. Now. Either that or risk hurting the people who let her stay with them, blissfully unaware of what she really was. 


     She rolled over and sat up. Slowly rising to her feet, she crept over to the small window and pushed the pane open. She climbed out and landed on her feet in the snow. The heat caused by her hunger made it bearable to be out in the cold. She inhaled, scanning the area for any smells that weren’t human; that would be acceptable to eat. 


     She picked up on something across the street. With her focus set on a target, she made her way through the thick snow. The lights were off in the small house. She could hear faint breathing, and she knew that its inhabitants were asleep. She continued down the side of the house towards the backyard. The chain-link fence was dented, making it easy to open. It opened with a creak and she kept going. The yard was mostly bare, except for a bare, twig-like tree, and a brown doghouse. A German Shepherd was sleeping inside; she could smell it from across the yard. 


     She bared her teeth and sauntered forward, having found her meal. 


     ~ 


     The next morning, she woke up to the sound of someone screaming outside. She stretched as best as she could, then got up and looked out her window. The woman from across the street was on her knees in the shoveled street, screaming, and holding her dog’s severed leg. Oksana’s blood ran cold as she watched the neighbors beside them rush outside to see what was going on. 


     How could she have been so careless? In her rush to satisfy herself, she hadn’t bothered to hide the remains! She might as well have left a trail of blood right to her door! She cursed herself, turning away from the window and punching her pillow in frustration. Why didn’t she think about that?
    She sighed and clenched the pillow’s softness between her fingers as she contemplated what to do. 


     She would have to leave tonight. The moon would rise tomorrow; she could feel it. But she had nowhere to go. She wouldn’t return to the pack. That would be a death sentence. She folded her arms and continued to sort out her plan as she made her way to the bathroom. She shut the door behind her and gazed at herself in the mirror. At least she had made sure to clean any blood off of herself before going back to sleep. She looked healthier too- colour had returned to her face and there were no marks left on her. She grabbed the brush resting on the edge of the sink and started to work through the thick tangles of her hair. 


     When she was satisfied with her reflection, she left the bathroom and went to the living room. Vera was sitting on the couch, silent while the woman’s screams continued to be heard from outside. She perked up when she noticed Oksana standing there. 


      “Hey!” She said. “How was your sleep?” 


     Oksana smiled back and sat beside her on the couch. “It was nice. Thank you for letting me stay here.” 


      “It’s no problem. I’m glad you’re feeling better. You look much better too! Those bruises faded so quickly!” 


     Oksana didn’t answer. The woman outside was crying now, and the sound made her stomach churn. 


      “Isn’t it awful?” Vera piped up. “Mikhail went out just a second ago, but he told me that she said some kind of wild animal got into her yard and attacked Dima, her dog.” 


     Oksana made a faint sound of agreement, pulling her knees up to her chest. All the more reason for her to leave, she thought. 


     Vera must have noticed her discomfort because she quickly responded. 


      “I’m sorry if I upset you.” 


     Oksana shook her head. “You didn’t, don’t worry. It just…” She rested her cheek against her knees. “…brings back bad feelings, I guess.” She felt a soft brush against her shoulder and looked up to see Vera gazing at her with sympathetic eyes: eyes that she knew she didn’t deserve. 


      “You can tell me if anything’s bothering you, you know. I know that we’ve just met, and well, we’re still complete strangers, but we…I would love to help.” 


     Oksana’s throat tightened. This poor girl was sitting across from a monster- the very beast responsible for that poor woman’s screams outside, and she didn’t even realize it! She just nodded silently, knowing that Vera would interpret her tears as ones of relief rather than guilt. 


     It was officially settled- she would leave tonight. 


     ~ 


     Come nightfall, Oksana was preparing for her departure. She had found a large duffel bag stored at the top of her room’s closet and packed her old clothes- which Vera had so kindly washed- into it. She felt a twinge of guilt for her technical theft but put it out of her mind. Compared to the uncertainty to come once she left the village, this was necessary. She lifted the bag and started to walk over to the window.  


     She stopped when she felt a small twinge as if someone had pricked her with a pin. It faded in a split second, and the Change hit her harder than it ever had before. She cried out and lurched forward. She held out one hand to prop herself up on the windowsill, as she desperately clutched at her stomach. Why did it hurt so badly? It hurt in the past, of course, but never to this degree! 


     Then she realized why. This was her first transformation alone. Being amongst a pack during the Change dulled the physical toll it brought. Something to do with pheromones, she remembered her mother explaining to her a long time ago. Only now that she was alone was she feeling the full force of it. 


     There was a sharp crack as the bones in her spine broke and arched, and she screamed in pain as she fell to her hands and knees. Her bones and muscles expanded, cracking and stretching her skin, breaking apart and fusing back together again. 


     She gagged and spat out her teeth as they loosened and fell out. She watched in disgust as they landed on the ground in front of her, along with a waterfall of blood. Blunt fangs grew in their places, causing her gums to sting. That pain was hardly noticeable compared to the agony of her skull cracking as it elongated into a muzzle. 


     Her screams turned into repetitive whimpers as her nails fell out, only to be replaced by razor-sharp black claws. Her grey sweater and jeans split as her mass grew. They broke apart and landed on the ground beside her. 


     Her spinal column jutted out from under her skin, which sprouted dark brown fur. Her vocal cords thickened and her voice grew deeper and deeper, taking on a growling, animalistic tone. 


     At long last, the pain subsided, and she lay there, panting and shaking in a pool of her own blood. The sensation didn’t bother her anymore, though. All that she felt now was hunger and awareness that the blond meat-man was entering the large room down the hall. 


     Blood-tinged drool dripped from her new mouth, and the slits of her pupils dilated in the middle of her glowing, yellow eyes. She snorted and flicked her pointed ears before slinking over to the door and nudging it open. 


     She followed the low sound of his breathing, keeping her own to a minimum. He was humming a song to himself as he turned to close the door behind him. Just the sheer smell of his succulent flesh and marrow was enough to make her growl with need. 


     He froze at the sound and slowly turned. His eyes widened into a look of horror as he noticed her rounding the corner toward him. He fumbled with the doorknob but to no avail.
She bared her teeth and let out a roar as she leaped at him. He screamed, but his voice sputtered out once she sank her jaws into his throat. A thick stream of blood gushed into her mouth and she tore out a chunk of him, and she swallowed. He gurgled as she flung him to the ground and went straight for the abdomen. 


     His organs were soft and wet and covered in his sweet juices. As she continued to eat, he grew limp. She devoured each inch of him, piece by piece. A faint sigh escaped his lips, and he grew still. She lifted herself up to gaze upon his lifeless face, and she nibbled at the flaps of his ears, and his cheeks and his eyes. 


     The sound of a door in the hall clicking made her jolt her head up. The girl with the soft eyes walked into the living room and gasped in shock when she saw the image in front of her.       Oksana grunted and dashed over to her. The girl backed up against the wall, and Oksana straightened up to stare into the girl’s eyes. She leaned close and inhaled her sweet smell. The girl… Vera turned away and shut her eyes, her breaths turning into sobs. 


     Oksana jerked back a bit. A faint memory overtook her for a moment; an image from her meat-self’s mind. This girl in front of her showed her mercy when she had come, injured and abandoned. She had become a second home to Oksana, and she refused to give that up. 


     She lunged forward and bit down on Vera’s shoulder; hard enough to break the skin, but not enough to cause a significant injury. Vera cried out, the sound a mix of pain and fear. Oksana clasped her front claws around her arms to hold her in place. She fell limp as she passed out. 


     Oksana withdrew her teeth, shuddering as she forced herself to avoid licking at the exposed wound, and hoisted Vera onto her back. She padded around the remains of the blond boy and broke down the door by its hinges. Its fall caused the snow to fly up around it. She continued to walk through the empty streets and broke into a run across the unshoveled piece of land that separated the houses from the forest. With her claws, she dug her hands into the earth and climbed up the hill. She stopped once inside the forest to catch her breath. Then she continued to lumber through the forest. 


     When she was deep enough that she could no longer see the opening between the trees, she stopped by the nearest tree. She reached an arm around, slid Vera’s body off of her back, and laid the girl against the tree. She let out a small whimper in her sleep. Blood dripped down her arm and onto the snow. As it melted, the drops grew like tiny red flowers blooming through the white ground. 


     Oksana looked back at the girl- her new pup- and saw that her lips were blue and she was shivering. Oksana snorted and curled herself around her. Vera sighed and leaned against her warmth. Oksana wrapped her grotesque arms around her. She would be there for her when she woke. She knew that Vera would be angry with her once she discovered the truth, but she could contend with that when it happened. The girl’s first Change would be painful, but Oksana would do what she could to help her survive. 


     The exhaustion of her own Change and her subsequent escape immediately hit her and she yawned. She nuzzled into the girl’s brown hair, the colour of chestnuts, closed her eyes, and immediately fell into a deep slumber. 


     Snow began to fall once more in the forest. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Shadows 


     Lemmie could feel the creature’s cold stare on her, and she turned to glance at it. It was humanoid in appearance: its sallow body was twisted and hunched; its long, knobby arms reached down past its short, bent legs. The two dark craters of its eye sockets oozed black ink down its gaunt face as it gazed almost curiously across the bus at the frizzy-haired girl sitting adjacent to the window. She shivered and averted her gaze. The elderly man with coke-bottle glasses sitting across from her gave her an odd look. She shot him a glare and he looked down at the grocery bag in his lap, embarrassed. 


     She should have been used to getting weird looks from strangers, but it never stopped being irritating. 


     For as long as she could remember, Lemmie had seen these… things lurking among the rest of humanity. They were like shadows; dark and ominous, but not doing anything. It was only after she grew up that she realized nobody could see them but her. After her parents scolded her at age 12 for talking about her “imaginary friends”, and when her friends and then her peers shunned her, the rumours of her being crazy started. After that, she learned to keep her gift hidden. She called it her “second sight”. Though, in times like the ones on the bus, it also became her “pain in the ass”. 


     The automated voice spoke again. “Next stop: Gainesville at Willow Wood.” 


     She reached up and tugged on the wire lining the top of the window, signalling her stop. She stood up, still keeping her eyes away from the creature, and rested against the yellow pole beside the side doors with her back turned. The bus came to a stop, lurching forward once before settling. She pressed her hand to the yellow “push to open” tape on the doors. They opened and she hopped onto the curb after yelling “Thank you!” to the bus driver. She adjusted the strap of her brown bag on her shoulder and walked onto the sidewalk. 


     She started along the path to her house, though her mind still lingered on the creature on the bus. She shuddered again, thinking of those gaping, black, oozing holes in its face. Stop it! she thought, clenching her fists in a moment of frustration. She was sick and tired of her stupid sight dominating her life. These creatures never did anything! As far as she could tell, they were just objects; no different than the trees or grass. Just other parts of the background of everyday life. She would just have to learn to deal with that. 


     At that moment, Lemmie noticed that the usual sounds of cars driving by or wind whistling through the trees were absent from the area. She looked around the neighborhood in confusion and noticed a low growling sound coming from behind her. Slowly, she turned and faced the monstrous thing lurking behind her. The thing was on all fours like a wolf. Its eyes are black and beady, like two beetles crawling across its face. A large, drooling mouth of jagged fangs stretched from one cheek to another, and bone-like spikes jutted out of its dirty skin all the way down its spine. It looked hungry. 


     A scream bubbled up in her throat, but she stopped herself. 


     It can’t hurt you. It’s just a part of the background. 


     The creature let out a guttural snarl and bounded forward. She stayed in her place, glaring at the monster, daring it to come closer. 


     Her facade shattered immediately as the creature lashed out a sharp-taloned paw and slashed at her arm. There was a sharp sting and a spray of blood as she shrieked and jerked away. She clutched her arm and took a step back, preparing to run. The creature continued past her, running through the thicket of trees on the other side of the sidewalk and disappearing. Lemmie blinked. She took a quick look at her arm. The cut was deep; she would have to go to the hospital. She took one last fearful look at the thicket before rushing in the opposite direction. She was terrified, but not because of the monster. 


     It was because one of them touched her. 


     They’d never done that before. 


     ~ 


     That night, she couldn’t fall asleep. Despite flipping her pillow many times, changing her position, and trying to think happy thoughts, her stitches were sore, the room was uncomfortably humid, and the encounter with the creature on the street still plagued her mind. She groaned, annoyed, and threw her pillow across the room. There was a thump as it hit something in the left corner. It fell to the ground, revealing the ghostly face of a woman. 


     She had long, stringy black hair that fell past her elbows. Black trails of tears streaked her cheeks and soaked the collar of her tattered white nightdress. Her sunken, hollow eyes were glassy as she blankly stared at Lemmie, who was sitting upright in shock now. 


     She shook her head, the same frustration from earlier returning and bubbling up inside of her. She scowled and stared back at the woman defiantly. “What do you want?” She asked, putting as much venom in her voice as she could manage. She was not going to be frightened into running anymore. Even if these things hurt her, she had a right to sleep in her own room without being terrorized. 


     The woman said nothing and continued to stare. She was almost enveloped by the shadows of the room, despite moonlight shining through the open window. It was as if all of the darkness accumulated in that specific area. Lemmie didn’t notice that as she continued to stare at her terrorizer. 


      “I said, what the fuck do you want?” She shouted. 


     The shadows started to stretch across the walls, blocking out the moon. It seeped along the floor like a black pool. Lemmie started to notice as it snaked up the legs of the bed and soaked the white sheets, coming toward her. She withdrew her legs and curled into a fetal position. What the hell? She thought, looking back to the woman in the corner. 


     She had moved closer now, almost at the edge of the bed. She opened her mouth wider than anything should be able to open its mouth and let out a screech that rang out like a thousand screams of the damned. It was the worst sound that Lemmie had ever heard, and she pressed her hands over her ears, desperately trying to block it out. The large void of the woman’s mouth seemed to grow, and Lemmie let out a scream of her own; one of sheer terror. 


     Her screams continued as the shadows swallowed her whole. There was a rushing sound, like a wave in the ocean, and then silence. 


     The moonlight returned to the room, illuminating the tousled white sheets of the now-empty bed. The shadows had vanished completely, taking their prey with them. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     The Red Sparrow 


     It had been over a year since Jeremy had last gone to his family’s cottage. It was located just outside of Waylon, the small town that he had grown up in, and he would visit it frequently in his youth. He used to go swimming with his cousins in the lake behind it. They also fished and went canoeing. He remembered his cousin Molly catching the first fish he had ever seen from the lake. It was one of the best memories he had. 


     The cottage remained as a part of his life even through his teen years, and less frequently in college. He had brought Amelia, his fiancée, there one hot summer. It was the summer he proposed, and through her tears, she accepted with a huge grin on her face. 


     Then the accident occurred the year before: the day when he lost the love of his life. They had gone up to the cottage by themselves, just a week before their wedding, in hopes of getting some alone time together. They were canoeing on the lake, and Amelia had fallen out of the boat. Though he struggled to save her, she couldn’t make it back to the surface, and sadly drowned. 


     He had managed to keep all memories of that awful day locked away in his mind so he wouldn’t have to suffer from them constantly. There still remained, however, the memories he had of the cottage, now tainted by tragedy. 


     A heavy weight rested on his heart as he sat in the driver’s seat of his family’s old sedan, and looked up at the place. It was a quaint little thing. He wasn’t sure if it was his mood or if time had taken its toll and he didn’t realize it, but the white siding which covered the bungalow was dull and chipped, and the deck was noticeably weathered. He could see the skeleton of the striped chaise lounge that was pushed up against the wall.  


     He sighed and went to get his bags from the trunk. He hadn’t brought much, just a backpack and a bag of clothes and stuff. Thinking about it now, he didn’t know why he thought that coming back here would be such a good idea. He supposed that he had figured seeing the place again would help him come to terms with what happened, or would revitalize the warm feelings he previously had about it. He felt nothing now, just a nagging feeling of dread. 


     A blur of red among the trees to his right caught his eye. At first, he thought it had been a cardinal, but when he looked closer, he saw that it was a sparrow. It was red, save for a ring of black around its neck, and at the tips of its wings. He gazed at it, mesmerized. 


     The bird twitched its head and looked back at him. 


     An old phrase popped into his head out of nowhere: “Beware the red sparrow, lest your bad deeds be punished.” He was surprised he remembered it; the red sparrow was an old fable from Waylon. Parents would tell their children not to be bad, or else some mythical “red sparrow” would come and punish them. Like the boogeyman, but not as big and scary. Still, despite the ridiculous premise, the bird’s stare was making him very uncomfortable. He shrugged it off and walked a little quicker to the door. 


     That night, Jeremy couldn’t sleep. He kept lying in bed, wide awake, staring at the ceiling. The humidity hung over him like a wet wool blanket, and his shirt was soaked through and sticky. 


     Everything felt wrong, and not just his physical discomfort. An overwhelming feeling of wrongness had been surrounding the whole place ever since he got there, and try as he did to re-familiarize himself with everything, it all felt…off. He groaned and pressed his hands to his face in frustration. 


     A faint sound caught his attention. 


     He sat up and listened closely. It came again, as soft as a whisper yet loud enough to echo through the forest. He recognized it as a woman’s voice, and it said: 


     Come….to me…. 


     Before he knew what he was doing, he had swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up to face the open window to his left. He kept walking, and climbed out the window, falling onto the dry prickly grass outside. He cringed at the sensation, but continued to walk, following the tantalizing whisper through the woods. Branches and foliage on the forest floor stung his feet as he walked, but he found himself continuing onward until he reached a clearing in the center of the woods. 


     The grass was soft here, which provided relief to his soles. The whispering was gone, and his trance was broken. He glanced around, trying to see where he had come from. Nothing but trees surrounded him every which way, and his stomach sank.
    The sound of snapping twigs came from behind him, followed by the sound of something hitting the ground hard. He spun around, his heart in his throat. 


     Standing before him in the clearing was a tan-skinned woman. She wore a ground-length robe made of red feathers. Some were also woven into her long, dark ringlets which framed her long, pointed face. Her eyes were what caught his attention, however. Her eyes were orbs of crimson flame, which glowed brightly in the inky blackness of the woods. 


      “I appreciate that you answered my call, Jeremy Russell,” she said. Her voice echoed with the sounds of the earth; the wisdom of the ages. 


      “H-How do you know my name?” He stammered. 


     A smile grew across her crimson lips. “I know the name of every living thing on this earth,” she replied. “I’ve been watching you.” 


     A shiver ran down his spine, and he clenched his fists. Watching him? “Wh-Why? What do you want from me?” He exclaimed. 


     She tilted her head back and laughed. The sound was similar to a group of birds squawking. Jeremy fought the urge to cover his ears. She looked at him again and her smile immediately faded. She narrowed her eyes, which still burned bright. “Because you need to atone for what you’ve done.” 


      “I don’t know what you mean.” He snapped. Memories of that wretched summer started to seep back into his mind, but he pushed them down with all his might. His stomach sank when he saw her eyes light up again. 


      “Yes…you know what I refer to.” She drawled. “That day…on the lake…and poor Amelia…” 


      “Shut up!” He shouted. Images were coming back full force now, and nothing he did could stop them. She was doing it! She was in his head, making him relive that horrible day… 


      “She had admitted to a tryst with that boy…Matthew, was it?” 


      “SHUT UP!!” Jeremy roared, clutching the sides of his head as the memories shot back in all at once. 


     He saw himself and Amelia sitting in their little canoe on the lake, with her blonde curls in a ponytail, and her blue eyes practically glowing in the sunlight. His heart ached when he thought back to those times: when she was an angel among men to him; the light of his life. Then the immediate change to grimness when she confessed to him what she had done right before they had left for the cottage that year. How she had turned her back on him and the love they had, in a moment of weakness, and went into the open arms of that drunkard from their college days, Matthew. 


     Jeremy just sat there like a slack-jawed  idiot. It was like he had been thrown into a parallel universe, where nothing made sense. Like everything that he had known and trusted had been pulled out from under him. Then, as he looked into her sweet eyes, now filled with guilt, anger took shock’s place in his core. Something snapped in him, at that moment. The love of his life, the woman sitting before him… this bitch betrayed his trust! After saying that she loved him, and agreeing to be by his side forever! 


     In a moment of fury, he raised himself up out of the boat’s seat and clasped her shoulders. He shoved with all his might and she fell out of the side of the boat. He grabbed her arms and pushed them under the water. Bubbles came to the surface as air escaped from her lungs, and she thrashed around like a fish caught in a net. He continued to push with all his might, ensuring that she would never come up to the air again. 


     Minutes went by, and the struggle stopped. He raised his hands out of the water and watched stone-faced as the body that once belonged to the woman he loved drifted down to the bottom of the lake. 


     He was curled up on the cold forest floor now, sobbing uncontrollably into his hands. “A-Amelia…” he moaned as tears rolled down his cheeks. “Wh-what have I done?” 


     The Red Sparrow tutted from above him. “To feel rage is one thing,” she murmured. “To desire vengeance is another. But to murder…” She shook her head. “…that is an unforgivable crime.” 


     He peered up at the stoic, red-eyed woman through the gaps in his fingers. “I’m s-s-so s-s-sorry!” He cried. “I don’t kn-know what…” He cut off with another heaving sob. It was a dirty lie. He knew why he had done it. He was angry, and he wanted to hurt her for betraying him. He was a horrible man, and he knew it. 


     Eventually, the tears subsided, his despair being replaced by numbness in his heart. He sat up, wiping his face on his shirt, and looked back up at the woman. “Is th-this why you came?” He asked earnestly. “To punish me for what I’ve done?” 


      “A smart boy,” she answered, “though not smart enough to heed your elders’ warnings about me.” 


     The blood drained out of his face as she recited the words he had heard as a child. 


      “‘Beware the red sparrow, lest your bad deeds be punished’…” She outstretched her feather-covered arms, appearing more like wings now than ever before. “So you know what your fate shall be.” 


     The red light faded from her eyes until they were black like a bird’s, and she let out a loud screech. It rivalled the sound of a thousand birds of prey. The feathers detached from her body and flew around Jeremy, surrounding him like a tornado. He hid his head under his arms and cried out loud. The screeches grew louder, and heat emanated from the wall of feathers that surrounded him. They burst into flame, one by one, and swallowed him in a crimson balefire. 


     It continued to rage on moments after the damage had been done, and was blown out by the wind. All that remained of Jeremy Russell was nothing more than a pile of ash and the burnt plumes of a few feathers. As for the sparrow, she had vanished without a trace. 


     To this day, fables about an ominous red sparrow persist. Many parents and elders warn their children to do good things and never be bad, lest the red sparrow comes for them. 


     For the red sparrow does not let bad deeds go unpunished. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Of Goblins & Moonshade 


     Vivian never ventured outside of the village alone before. She made a few trips back and forth to market with her mother when she was a little girl, but never had she been sent out by herself. It was too dangerous, her parents had said. A child could easily stray from the stone path and end up lost in the woods. The woods were dark and deep; anyone could get trapped in there, least of all a young girl. 


     But she was a woman now, her mother had told her. That, and there was no one to make the trip with her. Mother needed to stay home with Tatiana, due to Vivian’s elder sister’s illness. Father was out with the rest of the men hunting wild prey in the less deep part of the forest, across the bridge to Longside. 


     But the only way to the market was through the path, made of thick grey stone, and winding through the dark parts of the forest. 


      “There’s nothing to fear now,” Mother said as she tied Vivian’s lilac-coloured shawl beneath her chin, and handed her the brown herb pouch to sling over her shoulder. “As long as you don’t stray from the path. You’re smarter now; you can handle it on your own. And your sister needs those herbs to heal.” 


     So now here she was, walking along the line of grey stone, trying to keep her gaze on the road ahead. It was difficult, and she found herself looking around at the trees that marked entrances into the twilight woods. Their branches were twisted and curled, like fingers of beckoning hands. 


     She wouldn’t admit it, but part of her wanted to answer their call. 


     She grew up with tales about the woods: of goblins and imps and other things that went bump in the night. But unlike the other children, who cowered away from the woods in fear, the stories only drew her in; fed her curiosity and desire to explore the dark unknown. 


     Eventually, the end of the path came into view between the trees up ahead. Vivian shook herself out of her thoughts and sped up her walk. She passed through the gap in the trees and stepped onto the path that had turned into a dusty dirt road. The grey shifted rock stopped where the forest did. 


     Ahead was the entrance into Longside. This town always seemed especially dismal, she noticed as she made her way through the fairly busy town square. Even when she came there as a child, she remembered the sun not shining, and how a shiver ran through her from the cold air. Now that she was grown, she developed a fondness for the rarity of grey days. The sun always shined in her own village, and she preferred the calm peaceful autumn days to the summer ones. As she wandered, lost in her thoughts, she had reached the vendor’s tents and stopped in front of a short, hunched old woman selling herbs laid out on a wooden display. 


      “Penny for your thoughts, my dear?” She asked in a creaky voice. 


     Vivian jumped, not having realized she wasn’t paying attention. “Oh! Um…sorry, did you say something?” 


     The woman grinned, revealing a set of jagged, broken teeth. “You seem to be stuck in a thought, dearie.” 


     Vivian blushed in embarrassment. The woman let out a wheezing laugh. “Not to worry! Everyone gets their head stuck in the clouds from time to time. Let me guess…” She made a twirling motion with one of her bony fingers as she squinted her eyes in thought. “You’re in need of a specific kind of herb, yes?” 


     Vivian nodded, surprised that the woman knew. “Yes! I need something to help with a fever. My sister is ill, and I need to get something to help her get well.” 


      “I see! Well, I have something for you here. Tell me, dearie, are you from out of town? I figure I’d remember a pretty little face like yours around here!” She reached a finger out and twirled a lock of Vivian’s brown hair around. 


     She jerked back, and the curl fell away from the crone’s grasp. “I’m from the other side of the woods,” she replied. 


     The lady tutted. “That’s a long ways away,” she said. “Did you come through there all by yourself?” 


     Vivian nodded, and the woman tutted again. “That’s mighty brave of ya.” She plucked a few herbs from the display, muttering to herself as she took a cloth pouch from the drawer inside her booth. She dropped them inside, tied it closed with twine, and handed it to Vivian. “Five gold for these.” 


     Vivian fished around inside her herb pouch and only came up with three gold coins. “I…I thought that it was three…” 


      “My prices have gone up. It ain’t easy to find this stuff, you know!” 


     Her heart sank, and she dropped the coins back in her bag. “I don’t have enough…” 


     The woman shrugged her shoulders and undid the pouch. She placed the herbs back on the display. 


      “I-I still have three coins! I can see what else I have in here-” 


      “Don’t bother,” the woman responded coldly now as Vivian went to reach for her bag. “It’s five or nothing.” 


      “Please! My sister has never been this sick before! I really need these herbs!” 


      “Well, I hope she gets better for your sake.” The woman scowled at her. “Now scram! I have other customers around here!” 


     A lump formed in Vivian’s throat. She lowered her head and walked back into the crowd. How was she supposed to return home now? Her mother wasn’t going to be pleased that she came home with nothing, and now Tatiana had no means to get well. 


     Part of her wanted to look around at the rest of the market, but glancing around and seeing so many unfamiliar faces staring at her like she didn’t belong there convinced her to go back home again. It wasn’t worth the stress. 


     She arrived at the entrance to the woods and went back inside. She wasn’t even halfway home when the sky started fading into a beautiful sunset; the orange moon visible through the bony tops of the trees. The air cooled, and she drew her cloak closed around herself to stay warm. 


     She stopped walking, tired, and peered curiously into the woods. They were dark as ever and deep as a well. An urge to walk inside swept over her. She shook her head, knowing that it was foolish. Still…she didn’t want to go back home yet, and a surely a little peek wouldn’t hurt, would it? 


     She took a deep breath and stepped off the stone path. The grass at the base of the forest was dark, mossy, and covered in twigs. She held her cloak tightly around her body as she continued her trek into the woods. The ground was messy and covered in fallen branches and underbrush. Still, she kept walking. 


     After what felt like an eternity, the ground turned soft. She looked down and saw clear green grass. Up ahead, there was a horizontal dirt trail coming out of the trees on one side and into the ones on the other. Vivian turned to look in the direction she came from and saw nothing familiar. Her heart started pounding harder, and she feared that she was lost. She wanted to turn back, but she didn’t want to scrape through all the underbrush and stumbling on roots again. She looked over at the road in front of her again and decided to follow it in the direction she had been going in out of hopes of returning home. 


     It was fruitless, she realized after another eternity of walking. The dense trees surrounded her on all sides and stretched on endlessly. The sun had long faded, and only the faintest hint of moonlight through the treetops illuminated the trail ahead. Vivian hugged herself as she kept lumbering forward. 


     What if she never got home? There was no way of knowing, that she could see, where exactly she was or how far she had strayed from the stone path. She had been afraid of facing her mother’s wrath for not doing what she set out to do, but now she feared she would never see her mother again. Or Tatiana. Or her father. 


     Was she doomed to wander in the woods forever, like the creatures that so intrigued her? And if those creatures did stalk the woods at night, would she even live long enough to see the sun tomorrow? 


     Her blood ran cold, and she stopped walking. She strained her ears, listening for any sounds. There was the sound of insects, and trees blowing slightly in the breeze. Then it came: a rustling noise. It came from a collection of bushes behind her. She gasped and spun around. 


     A tall figure stood amongst the shrubbery, shrouded in the darkness of the woods. Vivian cried out and backed up, only to step on the hem of her cloak. She shrieked as she fell backward and landed on the ground. She stared up in horror at the menacing figure above her. 


     A deep voice emanated from the shadows. “What are you doing here?” It was gravelly and seemed to reverberate off the trees. The figure moved and walked out of the bushes. It stopped in front of her, and she stared up in surprise. 


     The faint moonlight illuminated the face of a man. His skin was white as the full moon, and his long, black hair reached well past his shoulders. His features were angular and curled into a look of confusion. His eyes were bright yellow, like the centre of a daisy- a stark contrast to his saturated appearance. He wore the clothes of a nobleman- dark breeches and a deep violet shirt. The rough-looking dark robe around his shoulders rustled as he knelt down to her level. He held out a hand to her. His nails were black and long like claws. Reluctantly, she took it, and he helped her to her feet. She noticed, in the dim light, that his ears were long and pointed, and knifed upwards through his hair. 


      “I…I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I got lost. I can’t find my way back to the stone path.” 


     He stared down at her. Those eyes…they seemed to bore into her. She shivered. 


      “You should have heeded the warnings of your elders,” he said sternly. “The woods are nowhere for the likes of you.” 


      “I know, but I was curious…” She sniffed. “…and I don’t know if I’ll find my way home again. Can you tell me how to leave this place?” 


      “It’s simple if you know where to go. I can help you, at a price.” 


      “…what is it that you want?” 


      “A truth is all I ask for. Tell me, what brought you out here so far, all by yourself?” 


     She narrowed her eyes at the faerie man in front of her. She knew all about their trickster ways, and she knew better than to give him anything personal that he could use against her. Still, if she didn’t tell him anything, would he still help her find her way home? She decided to try and appease him. “Well…my sister is very ill, and I took the path to get to Longside Market.” 


      “What did you seek to get from there?” He asked. 


     She hesitated before answering. “Herbs. My mother was going to boil them into medicine.   Unfortunately, I was unable to buy them because I didn’t have enough money. Now my sister has nothing, and I’m afraid that she’s going to get worse. I don’t even know if I’ll see her again unless I get out of here.” 


     Something flickered in his eyes, and he looked away. Had it been a flicker of annoyance? Sympathy? Vivian wasn’t sure. 


      “I’ll help you.” He pointed a long finger towards the thicket of trees up ahead. “This way can lead you to the edge of the woods, where it reaches your village.” 


     They continued walking along the dirt path, deeper into the forest. Still intimidated by her formidable surroundings, Vivian stayed close by the side of the faerie man. She looked up at him curiously. His profile was stern in the moonlight, yet there was something strangely beautiful about him. Elegant, perhaps, was the way his long nose was hooked, and how his narrow lips were set in a firm line. She had a desire to reach her hand up and caress his sallow cheek, to feel his skin under her fingers, but she blushed immediately upon realizing her thoughts and turned her head away. 


     The silence made time drag. The sounds of nothing but dirt and twigs crunching and the dragging of the two’s robes on the ground nearly drove Vivian mad. She decided to speak. “What’s…your name?” 


     He didn’t respond at first. She worried that she had offended him somehow, but then he spoke. “Names carry a great amount of magic among my kind. To know one’s name is to have power over them.” He gazed down at her, and his eyes were soft. “…but you may call me Rav.” 


     She smiled. “My name is Vivian. It’s nice to meet you, Rav.” 


     He gave a small smile back to her, sending a feeling of delight through her. She blushed and looked down at her shoes. 


     More time passed, and Vivian noticed a change in the forest floor beneath her. Thick vines covered the ground in a crisscrossing pattern and wrapped around the trees. She looked up. 


     Light blue flowers that glowed like stars hung from the tree vines. Crystalline beads of dew rested on their petals. “What are these?” She asked in awe. 


      “They are Moonshade,” Rav said. He reached out a hand and slid a finger along the fuzzy vine. “They are in full bloom this time of year.” 


     They continued past the luminescent trees, and Vivian gave a contented sigh. Being surrounded by the soft glow of unknown beauties in the middle of the once-dark woods was oddly pleasant. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. 


      “Indeed.” 


     He had stopped now and turned to face her. She looked at him. There was something in his eyes that she couldn’t recognize. “If you want to help your sister…” He turned and plucked a flower from a tree and presented it to her in his palm. “…you can take this with you. Faerie plants are much stronger than mortal ones.” 


     She stared at the flower in his hand. “Are you sure?” 


     Gently, he took her hand in his free one and placed the Moonshade into her palm. “I am positive.” Then he gave it a soft squeeze, and her heart skipped a beat. 


      “Thank you,” she murmured. 


      “You’re welcome,” he replied. 


     He looked so ethereal with the faint blue light reflecting on his handsome features. Vivian stepped closer to him until she could almost touch his chin. He never took his eyes off of hers. She gave him a small smile before raising herself up on her toes and softly kissing him on the lips. There was a sharp intake of breath, and she feared she had made a mistake. He sighed in contentment and kissed her back. She felt herself lower down to the ground, and realized that he was bending down to her level. He cupped her cheek with one hand as he kissed her, softly stroking her cheek with his thumb, and his other hand entwined itself in the brown curls of her hair. She wrapped her arms around his neck, not wanting this moment to end. 


     He pulled away slowly, his breath still sweet on her lips. She kept her arms locked tight around him, trying to pull him back down to her again. He was stronger though and slid her deftly away. Her arms fell to her sides, and she rubbed her hands on her dress, as they had gotten sweaty. They stood there in silence for a moment. 


      “W-we should keep walking,” she said. He nodded curtly, turned and started walking ahead. She followed, her face heated with embarrassment. She didn’t know what had gotten into her. 


     At long last, they reached a part of the woods that looked familiar. She peered through the trees up ahead and saw the lights of her village. She sighed in relief. 


      “Here we are,” Rav said. 


      “Thank you.” 


      “You’re welcome.” 


     Clutching her pouch, she trudged up the rest of the way until she was in the gap between the trees. She stopped and looked back at Rav. He stood there, almost blending in with the forest’s shadows. Only his eyes stayed bright and noticeable, glimmering like a cat’s. She felt a stabbing pain in her chest and she wanted to run back into the shadows with him; to have him take her in his arms again. She didn’t want to leave. 


     She swallowed the lump in her throat, turned back to her home in front of her, and kept walking. 


     Her mother answered the door seconds after Vivian knocked. She ushered her into the house, chastising her for her lateness, and then again after Vivian told her she’d gotten lost in the woods. It’s a miracle that you came out alive! She exclaimed. Understandably she was skeptical when Vivian presented her with the Moonshade, but was willing to take the chance of using it on her eldest daughter, who had grown weaker that day. 


     It was successful. The following morning Tatiana awoke bright and healthy, and over the course of the day, she proved to be back to her strong and jovial self. 


     The rest of the week came and went, and soon everyone forgot about the ordeal. Everyone except for Vivian, however. The bordering woods called to her, and every night she lay awake thinking about the kiss that she shared with the faerie man. 


     How soft his skin was… 


     How he’d tasted… 


     The young men of the village didn’t appeal to her anymore- not that they had to begin with- and she felt like something was missing inside of her. 


     One night, she waited until her family was asleep before donning her lilac cloak and walking into the woods. She walked under the gnarled bodies of the trees, not paying them any mind. They didn’t look like twisted hands anymore. It took forever to get in deep. Her feet ached, but she carried onwards. Finally, the familiar glow of the Moonshade appeared, and she slowed her pace. Surrounded by the beauty, she noticed something further to the right, in an empty space between more of the vine-covered trees. 


     It was a cottage! There was something magical about the place, and she knew that it didn’t belong to a human. She walked along a worn path through the trees and stopped in front of it. It was blue like a robin’s eggshell, and the panels of the roof were the colour of midnight. She was wondering who it belonged to when a familiar voice sounded out from behind her. 


      “What are you doing here?” 


     She turned to see him standing at the entrance to the clearing. His eyes were as bright as ever, and his clothes were now a deep green. Her heart beat faster and she smiled. He remained stoic, and she stopped. “I wanted to see you,” she answered. 


      “Why? I showed you the way back to your village!” 


      “I missed you.” 


     He stopped and closed his eyes. Vivian was afraid that he didn’t want her there, and felt tears prick the corners of her eyes. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see you one more time,” she said. 


      “It’s just not safe for you here,” he said. 


      “I don’t care,” she said, taking a step toward him. 


      “There are other beings here other than myself, and they won’t take kindly to having mortals in our forest.” 


     She continued to step forward. “I will deal with them if they come. I just want to be with you.” 


     A pained look came across his face, and she stopped right in front of him. “I won’t be able to protect you,” he said, his voice like a whisper. 


     She reached up a hand caressed his cheek. He shuddered and turned his face so he could brush his lips against her fingers. “You don’t have to,” she pleaded. “I can learn how to live here. As long as I’m with you.” 


     He nodded and leaned down to her level. She met him halfway and their lips met. He placed soft kisses along her cheek and down her neck and she giggled. He lifted her into his arms as if she were his bride and kissed her again. “My sweet Vivian,” he murmured. “You may call me Ravenel.” 


     Vivian nuzzled her head into Ravenel’s neck as he carried her to his cottage door. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Heist 


     It was seven minutes after midnight. No lights were on in the house, which was a good sign. That meant its occupant had gone to bed. Ethan watched the bedroom window intently from the edge of the dense forest. “Just ten more minutes,” he whispered to his accomplice. “We need to make sure she’s asleep.” 


     Caleb sneezed into his jacket elbow. Ethan cringed at the noise and glanced around to make sure that nobody heard it. No one did, and he relaxed. He couldn’t afford to screw this up. 


     Ever since he’d discovered that Talia Herter- adopted daughter of the famous actor Mickey Tate- had moved into his city, he knew that she would be his next target. The house she’d picked was rickety and smack-dab in the middle of the woods; the perfect place to break into. He’d scoped out the place weeks before and couldn’t find any security cameras to speak of, let alone a burglar alarm. Either she was really stupid, or she didn’t expect to get robbed. Ethan was more than willing to take advantage of her misstep if it meant getting rich. 


      “Can we go now?” Caleb asked. 


     Ethan hushed him and looked at his watch. Six minutes had passed, and still no movement in the house. “Fine, but be careful goddammit!” 


     Caleb nodded, and they trudged across the clearing towards the house. 


     When they reached the front door, Caleb knelt down and retrieved his lock-pick. A couple of minutes later, the lock clicked, and he slowly pushed the door open. Gingerly, they stepped inside. 


     As expected, the house was dead silent. It was old, with gaudy floral wallpaper and a mahogany wooden floor. Ethan couldn’t help but wonder why Talia would pick this ramshackle cabin to live in, with the money she had. That money was why they came here in the first place, so he sprang into action. 


      “Alright, check this floor first,” He pulled out a garbage bag he’d folded in his jacket pocket and handed it to Caleb. “Go to the living room. See what’s there.” He pointed to the left archway. Caleb nodded and went. Ethan continued into the dining room. 


     Just like any rich person, Talia Herter had a cabinet of fine china dinnerware. He opened the glass doors and started piling the plates one by one into his bag. He finished and closed the doors, cringing when they fell into place with a loud click. He paused and listened for any noise upstairs. 


     Nothing. 


     He went back to work, moving onto the crystal candlesticks on the dining room table. When he was done, he proceeded to the kitchen. It took him a second to locate the silverware drawer, but when he found it, he grinned at the neatly-organized gleaming cutlery. He removed them, holder and all, and placed them atop the plates. He checked the oak cupboards in the kitchen and was disappointed to find nothing of value. He hoisted his bag into the crook of his arm, careful not to let anything rattle, and turned to return to the opening hall. 


     A stench entered his nose, and he gagged. It was pungent and vile and seemed to come from the fridge. He opened the door curiously, expecting to see spoiled meat or rotten milk. 


     His heart stopped when he saw a human head loosely wrapped in plastic, eyes staring blankly at him. He slammed the door shut, stomach churning. He bolted out of the kitchen and straight to the living room. “Caleb!” He hissed. “We’ve gotta get out-” 


     He stopped when he saw his friend’s body sprawled on the floor. Ethan dropped to Caleb’s side and saw his throat had been slit. “Oh, g-god…what happened?” Caleb stared blankly past him, eyes wide with terror. Ethan turned and briefly caught a glimpse of someone standing behind him before receiving a painful blow to the head. He dropped his bag and its contents shattered on the floor. It was the last sound he heard before blacking out. 


     ~ 


     When he awoke, he was in a dark room. He groaned, still groggy, and tried to move. His wrists were restrained, rendering him immobile. He lifted his head and saw that he was shirtless and tied to some sort of slab. 


      “You’re awake,” stayed a distinctly posh female voice. 


      “Where am I?” He demanded. 


     The voice ignored him. “You’ve been asleep for hours.” It was too dark to see up ahead, so he squinted. His blood ran cold when she stepped into the light. 


     It was her: Talia Herter. Her blonde hair was neatly tied back, and her piercing blue eyes zeroed in on him like a predator sizing up its prey. 


     He shivered. “W-where am I?” He asked. 


     She smiled. He had seen that smile before in photos, only now it was positively menacing. She proceeded over to the table next to him and unrolled a white cloth. An assortment of medical tools and carving knives were neatly organized inside. His chest seized. 


      “You trespassed on my property,” she said, tugging on yellow rubber gloves. “And you tried to steal from me. You and your friend are incredibly stupid.” She turned to gaze at him, medical saw in hand. “Lucky for you, I’ve decided that I’m going to devour you over all the others I’ve stored. This will be a special occasion.” 


     She knelt down and plugged in the saw. She revved it up and leveled it with his stomach. 


     He screamed in hideous agony. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     The Vampire’s Kiss 


     At night, the autumn air was cool and crisp. Ivy closed her eyes and breathed it in. It felt nice and it cleared her mind, if only a little bit. She was anxious about tonight, and nothing she did alleviated the stress. She sighed and opened the trunk of her car. Her guitar case was battered and patchy, but it had served her well for the past five years of playing. She slung it over her shoulder and slammed the trunk shut. Then, after locking up, she took a deep breath and started walking to the doors of the club. 


     It was fairly busy inside. Lights flashed magenta and violet as people danced. Everyone was dressed in black. The band onstage was performing Happy Birthday by The Birthday Massacre. Ivy longed to stay in the dance hall and join in with the festivities, but she couldn’t. She had an obligation: perform this last gig, and Garth would pay her what he owed her. Then she wouldn’t have to play in the band ever again. 


     Gritting her teeth, she made her way through the crowd to the backstage door next to the stage and knocked. Stan opened it and grunted. He was a lanky guy with stringy black hair and a soul patch. His white tank top was stained in the pits, and she repressed the urge to wrinkle her nose. He opened the door wide for her and she followed him up the stairs. Her other bandmates were there sitting on the raggedy couch offstage. Garth saw her and stood up. She braced herself for an unpleasant encounter. 


      “Finally! What took you so long? We’re the last performance and it’s almost time to go on!” 


      “Sorry,” she said. “I got stuck in traffic.” 


      “Traffic? Well, I guess I should’ve expected you to fuck up.” 


     She didn’t respond. She could feel his breath from where she was standing, and it made her skin crawl. She still felt the shame of having his hands roam up and down her body while she couldn’t say ‘no’. It gave her cold chills and the urge to vomit. She clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms. She knew it was a bad idea to come back. 


      “Dude, she’s here now,” Marcus said. They looked at him. He sat on the far end of the couch, dressed all in black like the rest of them. Garth must have glared daggers at him, because he looked down at his hands, his long black hair shrouding his face like a curtain. “We should just go set up,” he mumbled. “It’s almost time to go on.” 


      “Fine,” Garth hissed and stormed off. The rest of the band glanced at each other in silent relief. They knew why she left, and even though she resented that they didn’t stand up to Garth’s lechery on her behalf, she was grateful that they at least understood. 


     Finally, it was time to go on. Everyone took their places on the stage, and the crowd whooped and hollered. Ivy squinted in the bright lights as she tried to look out at everybody. The place was pretty packed… 


     Garth did his usual rallying cry. “We are The Forsaken! Are you ready to rock?” 


     Some drunken whoops and laughter responded. Ivy smirked. They knew it was a stupid name. 


      “One! Two! Three! Four!” 


     Marcus did his drum intro, and the song began. The crowd seemed to enjoy it because murmurs died down and Ivy faintly saw bodies swaying on the dance floor. She focused on losing herself in the music- on letting her fingers go on autopilot as she fantasized about being anywhere but here. In her mind, she was at home in her bed, reading a book before going to sleep… 


     The set went off without a hitch, and the crowd cheered like they always did. Backstage, Ivy sighed with relief when Garth went off with the other boys to get drunk. She was sweaty from the heat of the lights, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. She just wanted to go home, but she couldn’t go yet. Not without getting what she came back for. 


     She took a deep breath and, hoisting her guitar bag over her shoulder, she went down the narrow stairs off of the stage. Garth was standing at the bar, resting his elbows on the tabletop as his friends talked to him. She came up behind him. “Garth?” 


     He turned around, a slow grin appearing on his face. “Heeeyyyy….” 


     She cringed internally. He was drunk already? “I..I want my money now.” 


      “What money?” He asked. 


     She froze. This wasn’t happening. He promised… “The money you owe me for this gig! We talked about this.” 


     He turned to look at his buddies and gave an exaggerated shrug. They snickered. “Sorry girlie, I got nothin’.” His eyes focused on her, and he suddenly looked a lot less drunk. “…unless you’re willing to make some… exchanges.” 


     Ivy’s face felt like it was on fire, and her throat tightened. She was done playing nice to this bastard, of all people. “Just give me the fucking money!” She snapped. 


      “How ’bout I give you something else?” He lashed out a hand and grabbed her ass, pulling her against his body. She slapped him and stumbled backward. The assholes guffawed as he growled at her as a dog would to a piece of meat. 


     She turned on her heel and stormed off. Hot tears burned her eyes, and she looked around the club to try and find the washroom. She wasn’t going to cry out here. Not in the middle of the dance floor for everyone to see. She wouldn’t give that fucker the satisfaction. It felt like an eternity, but she finally saw the sign for the women’s room at the far left of the room. She weaved her way through the crowds of people and shoved open the door. The tears were already streaming down her face when she dropped her guitar bag on the linoleum floor and leaned against the sink. Clutching the concrete, she hung her head so she wouldn’t have to look in the mirror and sobbed. 


     She shouldn’t have come. Hadn’t she told herself that already? Of course, she didn’t listen. She felt like a fucking idiot. A dirty, cheap, useless idiot. And a soon-to-be homeless idiot now too, she thought bitterly. There was no way she would be able to keep paying rent like this. 


     She cried openly, loudly, covering her face with her hands as she let all of her frustration and pain flow out of her with the tears. Eventually, her cries turned into hiccups and she looked up at her reflection. Thank god that she’d chosen to wear her waterproof eyeliner tonight. She tugged some paper towels out of the dispenser next to the sinks and dabbed her eyes with it. She crushed it in her hands and sighed deeply, feeling the overwhelming weight in her chest lift a little bit. 


     Ultimately, she decided it was best to leave, money be damned. It wasn’t worth the pain and struggle. She hoisted the guitar case that she’d let fall flat on the floor over her shoulder, and pushed the bathroom door open. 


     It was a guy, probably in his twenties like her, with black liberty spikes and a studded leather jacket. His face was covered with his hand, and he was rubbing the spot that was smacked by the door. 


      “Shit, sorry!” She exclaimed. 


      “It’s okay,” he said. He removed his hand and smiled. He had piercing blue eyes, which stood out from his pale face thanks to his heavy eyeliner. He had angular, elegant features. “Truth be told, I was actually coming this way to see if you were alright. I saw what happened at the bar.” His eyes darkened. “That guy is a piece of shit. You deserve way better.” 


     She blushed. This handsome stranger in a nightclub cared about what happened to her? It seemed too good to be true. 


      “I should’ve said something earlier. I’m sorry.” 


     She gave him a tight smile. “It’s alright, thanks.” 


     He smiled back genuinely. It made her blush harder. “You played wonderfully on stage, by the way. I might come around this place more often just to hear the music.” 


     Her fake smile blossomed into a real one, if only for a moment. “That’s sweet, but I think tonight is going to be my last night. You can only put up with so much bullshit.” Especially when you’re not getting paid, she thought. 


     He gave a sad frown. “That’s too bad. Here I thought that The Forsaken had a future.” 


     They shared a chuckle at that. Ivy tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Her pigtails were coming loose. “I’m Ivy, by the way.” She held out a hand. 


     He gave it a shake. “Vincent. Nice to meet you.” 


     A scratching sound played through the club; the live shows were over, and it was time to play regular music again. A familiar harpsichord sounded, followed by the smooth baritone of Peter Steele singing Black No. 1. The crowd screamed in excitement as the fuchsia lighting turned a deep navy blue. 


      “She’s in love with herself… 


     She likes the dark… 


     On her milk-white neck, 


     The Devil’s mark…” 


      “I know you wanted to go,” Vincent said loudly over the music, “But could I ask you for one more dance?” 


     Ivy froze. Dance? With a stranger? She knew his name at least, and he seemed nice enough, but what if he tried something? She stared up at him. His eyes, although hard to see in the low light, displayed honesty and genuine care. 


     Oh, what the hell, she decided. She let her guitar case drop off her shoulder and she set it against the wall. Then she took Vincent’s hand and followed him to the centre of the floor. 


     She let him hold her softly against his chest. His hands remained at her waist and didn’t move anywhere else. She rested her cheek on the soft fabric of his red turtleneck as they swayed back and forth together. She even closed her eyes, letting her fingers rub against one of the spikes on his leather jacket. It was…gentle. Sweet. Something she wasn’t used to from guys. The sound of Type O Negative playing in the background was a nice bonus. 


     Feeling daring, she lifted her head and pushed herself up on tip-toe. She cupped his cheek in her hand and kissed him. There was a moment of surprise on his end, before he kissed her back, bringing his own hands up to cradle her face. 


      “Loving you… 


     Loving you… 


     Loving you is like… 


     …loving the dead…” 


     She pulled away and saw him grinning. He nuzzled her forehead and held her close again. She smiled with delight as she resumed her original position. 


     She never wanted this moment to end. 


     Unfortunately, it did, and they separated. She went back to her guitar case, still propped against the wall, feeling warm and fuzzy. It was an unbelievably pleasant sensation compared to the rest of the night. 


     When she turned back, Vincent was gone. She scanned the throngs of people, but he was nowhere in sight. She frowned, puzzled, and went to look for him. She wanted to say goodbye before she left; maybe even get his number so they could keep in touch. 


     She made her way to the opposite end of the place, but she still couldn’t see his liberty-spiked head anywhere. 


     She did see Garth, much to her displeasure, but something seemed…off about him. He was stumbling through the backstage door. She knew Garth when he was drunk. He didn’t get that incapacitated. He just forgot the humanity of other people around him. Against her better judgement, she followed after him. The hallway from there to the door leading outside was dark and eerily quiet. A muffled moan came from the other side of the EXIT. She pushed it open and went outside. 


     She let out a soft gasp. 


     Vincent had Garth pinned against a grimy wall, and his face was near Garth’s neck. It looked like he was kissing him for a moment before a strangled gasping noise escaped Garth’s mouth and his eyes rolled back in his head. Ivy took a step back, accidentally smacking into the still-open door. 


     Vincent lifted his head from Garth’s throat, and her stomach dropped. 


     The whites of his eyes were pure red, and his irises glowed eerily like a cat’s. Blood dripped from his lips, and his canines had grown into fangs. Ivy stood still, frozen with fear. Vincent just stared at her before resuming his feast. 


     She hesitated. What should she do? Should she call the police? 


     Before she was able to process anything in detail, she stepped back through the exit door and went inside. As she made her way around the crowd she felt a twinge of guilt. Shouldn’t she have done something? Was it really worth it to leave him there? 


     She couldn’t think about that right now. That particular issue was overshadowed by the inexplicability of what she’d seen. 


     Vincent had been drinking Garth’s blood. He had fangs! The word vampire flooded into her mind, and she shoved it out. That was ridiculous. Vampires weren’t real… right? 


     Not that it mattered anyway. She was going to go home, go to sleep, and forget any of this ever happened. She shoved the doors of the club open. Once again, she was greeted by the sting of the cold night air. She breathed it in and sighed. This was one night that would take more than just her favourite autumn evening atmosphere to cleanse it out of her mind. 


     When she got to her car, she unlocked and popped open the trunk. Haphazardly flinging her guitar case inside, she slammed it shut and turned to open her front door. She stopped when she saw a familiar face standing right outside the doors across the parking lot. 


     Vincent. 


     From what she could see, he looked normal again. He gave another one of his genuine smiles, this time tinged with… regret? Guilt? He waved. 


     Before she knew what she was doing, she waved back. Snapping back into reality, she flung her car door open and started it up. 


     She sped out of there like a bat out of hell. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Audition 


     Abby was at her wit’s end. It was that time of year again at Dagenhart School for Performing Arts: the time of the annual Springtime Musical! Every year, Abby developed a severe case of stage fright that prevented her from trying out- which was odd, since acting was her specialty- but this year she was determined to get over her fear of singing in public, and nab a part in the Spring Musical! 


     Unfortunately, there was a special rule at Dagenhart: to audition, auditioners needed to craft their own song, about whatever subject they choose, and perform it. Abby may have been sufficient in writing scripts and dialogue, but songwriting was a different beast altogether. 


     So there she was, pacing around the empty quad on her break, endlessly fretting about her lack of an audition song. Of course, I had to wait until the last day, she fumed as she circled back to the barren fountain at the centre of the quad. She gripped her long brown hair in frustration and looked down at her open notebook on the fountain ledge. She’d tried jotting things down, but in the end, all she had was pages of scribbles. 


      “How hard can it be to write a goddamned song?!” She shouted. Her voice echoed through the empty courtyard. She sighed heavily and slumped down next to her notebook. She picked it up and slammed it shut. 


      “Not as easy as you think, huh?” A voice said, making her nearly jump out of her skin.  


     She spun around to face a Goth girl standing next to the fountain. Abby never saw her before, and she sure as heck didn’t see her standing there when she was walking around the place! “Wh-What?” 


     The girl smiled. Her dark makeup made her pixie-like features pop, and she tucked a strand of jagged black-and-blue hair behind her ear as she sat next to Abby on the ledge. “I know how it feels. I always wanted to be a singer, but writing songs is so difficult! I’m Gwen, by the way.” She held out her hand. 


      “Um…I’m Abby, nice to meet you.” She shook her hand sheepishly. “Sorry, I just didn’t see you. You scared me!” 


     Gwen cringed. “Sorry. I always pop up when nobody’s expecting. It’s a…habit of mine.” She paused. “Are you writing a song for the Spring Musical?” 


      “Yeah, or I’m trying to anyway. Why do you ask?” 


      “Well, I wrote a song for the audition a few years ago. It took me a long time to write, and I never got in. You can have it if you want.” 


     This was very kind. Why was Gwen willing to do this? Technically this was plagiarism, wasn’t it? Still, Abby wasn’t sure she was going to have a song ready in time otherwise, so she figured she would take a chance on this. “That would be great, actually. But how does it go?” 


     Gwen cleared her throat and started to sing. Immediately, any concerns Abby had were washed away. Gwen’s voice was angelic and lovely. 


      “It still needs some work, but it should do the job,” Gwen said after she finished. 


      “Still?! It sounds pretty damn good already!” Abby exclaimed. 


     Gwen blushed and shrugged. 


      “In fact, I don’t think that I could possibly do that song justice with my voice,” Abby continued. “You should try out with it again! I don’t think there are any rules against that. I can just wait until next year for my turn.” She smiled. 


     Gwen didn’t reciprocate. “No,” she said. “My time to shine was a long time ago and I missed it.” 


      “Oh come on! You’re just going to let ONE rejection ruin all your chances?” 


      “It’s more complicated than that!” Gwen interrupted. She sighed, a somber disposition coming over her. “Sorry. It’s just…it would really help me if you were the one to perform it.” 


     That didn’t make any sense to Abby, but something in her gut told her that it was best not to question her on it. “Okay,” she agreed. 


     Gwen smiled. “Alright, let me teach it to you.” 


     ~ 


     The room was silent after Abby finished the last note. She stared anxiously at the judges- two students and a teacher. The students- named Marco and Elsa respectively- looked at each other before smiling and nodding. The teacher in charge, a scruffy middle-aged man named Mr. Bogart, didn’t respond. 


      “So?” She asked nervously. “How did I do?” 


     Mr. Bogart clicked his tongue thoughtfully. After what felt like an eternity up there on the stage, he responded. “You did surprisingly well.” 


     Ouch. Abby stared at him in confusion. “…what do you mean ‘surprisingly well’?” 


     He grinned. “I’m just joking. You did great.” 


     Abby sighed in relief as Marco and Elsa clapped. 


     Mr. Bogart’s smile disappeared and he spoke again. “There was one thing that I’m curious about, though…” he said as a puzzled look appeared on his face. “I recognize the song that you sang. A former student auditioned about ten years ago with that same song. How did you know it?” 


     Now it was Abby’s turn to look puzzled. Ten years?! Gwen must have been way older than she looked! “Was her name Gwen?” 


      “Yes! Gwen Martinson! You knew her?” 


      “I just met her today! She taught it to me during lunch, actually. I was struggling and she helped. But… she told me that she didn’t get a chance to audition with it! That’s why I used it! You’re saying that she did?” Why did she lie to me? Abby thought. 


     Mr. Bogart looked like his eyes were about to pop out of his head. Even Marco and Elsa were looking at him with concern. “How did she teach it to you today?! She’s dead, Abby!” 


     The words hit her like a freight train. “…what?” 


     “Gwen Martinsson died ten years ago. She was in a car accident before the cast list came out. It was all over the news! What do you mean you saw her today?” 


     Abby felt nauseous. It was like her body was physically rejecting what Mr. Bogart was saying. What the hell? She thought. How could Gwen be dead? She was real! Abby saw her! She talked to her! She’d even touched her hand at one point! She was solid! Real! 


      “I don’t feel so good…” she murmured. She shot off the stage like lightning and ran down the aisle to the auditorium doors. Mr. Bogart yelled after her as she shoved them open and kept running. She didn’t stop. 


     The halls were stuffy and overcrowded. Feeling sick and claustrophobic, she ran for the doors and exited the building. 


     She was in the quad again. She dry-heaved as she fell to her knees next to the fountain where, just earlier that day, she’d been talking to Gwen. 


     She’d been talking to a dead girl. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and sobbed. 


      “I’m sorry,” said a familiar voice. Abby refused to look up at Gwen, who was standing in front of her now. “I should have been honest with you. I just didn’t think you would believe me.” 


      “You’re dead!” Abby cried out. Gwen lowered herself onto her knees and rested a hand on Abby’s shoulder. It was translucent and cold, like water vapor on a hot day. It wasn’t the warm flesh that Abby had touched before. 


      “I am,” Gwen replied. “But would you have believed me if I’d told you that? I don’t think so. No one else before you did.” 


     Abby looked up at her. The figure before her was little more than a husk of the girl she’d seen before: gaunt and pale, and shimmery like mist. “Why did you teach me your song?” 


      “When I died, I didn’t move on like my parents. My failings trapped me here. In my mind, I’d failed to realize my biggest dream of singing on a stage. But now?” Gwen smiled and cupped Abby’s cheek. “You set me free.” 


     Abby closed her eyes. Feelings of resignation and despair overcame her; no doubt that they were Gwen’s emotions being sent into her mind. They were instantly washed away by a feeling of serenity she had never experienced. 


     The feeling of Gwen’s hand on her cheek vanished and Abby opened her eyes. 


     She was alone in the courtyard once again. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Behind the Glass 


     Haven is a small town in the middle of the woods. A flimsy wire fence marks the line between the town and the woods beyond, which nobody seems to know anything about. Haven’s population is only a couple thousand people, most of which have been here since the town’s creation and a couple having transferred from other places. Despite this, everybody seems content with not knowing anything, and just living their lives as mundanely as possible. 


     This has never sat right with me, but I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut. If I talk about it, people call me crazy or paranoid; that I’m overthinking things and so on. Liam, my best friend since fifth grade, is the only one that understands my feeling of suffocation while living here. He’s so sick of this place that he goes on long tirades about it once every day. 


     Today is one of those days. It’s lunchtime at Jefferson High, the only secondary school in town, and Liam and I decide to leave the premises and go for a walk. Normally he’ll rant about whatever’s on his mind for half of the trip until we get to the oak tree next to the wire fence. By then he’ll chill out and we’ll talk about what we saw on TV the night before, or share deep existential feelings with each other. I’m not usually a sentimental person, but being with Liam brings out the mushy parts of me that I’d rather didn’t exist. 


     This time, however, he’s still hot and bothered by the time we reach our destination. “Fuck this town!” He exclaims, plopping himself down onto one of the large rocks placed around the spot under the tree. It must’ve been a picnic spot or something, once upon a time, which makes me wonder why people stopped coming to it. 


      “Sure, Lee,” I reply as I sit on the rock across from him. My paper lunch bag rustles as I move it onto my lap. I open it and pulled out two Pepsi cans. 


      “I’m serious!” He continues as he takes one of the cans from me. He twists it open and its contents pop and fizzle. “There’s nothing to do here! It’s so boring that it’s bizarre!” 


      “I know, but that Pepsi’s gonna lose its fizz if you don’t drink it.” 


     He rolls his eyes and takes a swig. He coughs from the carbonation, immediate regret appearing on his face. “Thanks for buying this time, Tannie,” he says. “I’ll pay you back.” 


      Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. I know he makes a small amount of money working at his dad’s garage, but he’s been spending it on weed again. I can tell by his smell and by how spaced out he’s been lately.  


      “I mean it!” He insists. “You do a lot of things for me, and I appreciate it. I really do.” 


     I blush and avoid his gaze as I take a sip of my pop. It’s not that I don’t care about Liam. I do. As more than just a friend, really, and I’m not happy about it. I don’t do well with squishy feelings. I never have. 


     He stares through the wire fence, into the woods. “What do you think is out there?” 


     I shrug. “I dunno, a lot of trees?”  


      “Well duh, but what’s beyond that? It’s gotta end somewhere, right?”  


      “Yeah, but…” I shake my head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s out there.” 


      “Have you ever wanted to find out?” He sets his Pepsi down on the pavement and gets up. He walks over to the fence and reaches out to touch the metal rings.  


     I tense up. “Don’t!” 


      “Why not?” He asks, “What are you scared of? It’s just a fence.” 


     I don’t have an answer for him. All I know is that looking beyond the flimsy wire fence and into the dark and dead forest sends a chill through me, like staring into a deep gorge and feeling a bizarre urge to jump in. 


     He reaches up and curls his fingers around the rings. He climbs to the top, stops to wink at me and drops down to the ground on the other side. 


     I don’t like this at all, but I know that I can’t just leave him. Sighing heavily, I set my pop down too and follow his lead over the fence. Twigs crunch under my feet when I land on the other side. We survey our surroundings together, and my stomach churns. “I really don’t like this, Lee.” 


     He smirks and starts walking ahead. The trees are tall and thin- more like giant sticks than anything- but there’s enough of them to become a dense thicket the further you go in. His olive jacket blends into the dried-out, muted colours of the forest, and soon enough I lose sight of him.  


     I start to panic. “Lee? I can’t see you!” 


     He laughs up ahead. Anger sparks through me. Does he think this just a joke? I storm forward, brambles crunching under my feet. “This isn’t funny! Get back here!” 


     I hear him call back, but he’s already too far to make out what he’s saying. I turn back to look at the fence, seriously contemplating going back home. This was Liam’s stupid idea, I rage in my mind. He can find his own way back! Instead, I keep going in the direction that I heard his voice in. Curse my sentimental side- the side of me that cares so deeply about him. 


     It feels like hours- though it’s only been minutes- that I spend trudging through the woods after his voice. I decide to call out for him again. “Liam?” 


     This time, there’s nothing. Having expected a reply or a laugh, my stomach sinks. “Liam?!” I call again, louder. 


     Still nothing. I panic and shout as loudly as I can. “LIAM!!!” 


     A faint yell comes from far ahead, but it doesn’t sound like him. I don’t know what it is, and I’m starting to hyperventilate. Just then, the twigs on the ground behind me crunch, and I’m aware of a presence. I sigh in relief, and turn to give Liam a piece of my mind.  


     It’s not him. Instead, a girl I don’t recognize is standing behind me. She’s only wearing a loose t-shirt and jeans- not fit for cold autumn weather by any means- and her pale skin is tinged a sickly green hue. Her long blonde hair hangs, stringy and lifeless, past her elbows. Her eyes are white like clouded glass, and they seem to stare blankly through me. 


     I want to say something, or scream. Anything, really, but I’m frozen. 


     Her mouth falls open and a stream of white foam drips out. She lets out a guttural screech and lunges at me. 


     I’m startled back into movement, and I scream and stumble back. She barely misses, and I take off running, not watching where I’m going. All I’m focusing on is getting the fuck away from her. Leaves crunch as she gains on me, and I feel like I’m going to pass out from fear. I shout Liam’s name again, though part of me knows that I won’t get an answer. 


     A force slams into me from behind and I fly face first into the ground. Twigs cut my skin and I struggle to push myself up, but the girl’s weight is on top of me. She grabs me by my hair, digging her fingers into my scalp and jerks my head back. She sinks her teeth into my throat and I scream louder than I thought I could. The pain is unbearable, like a million tiny needles cutting into my flesh and gouging themselves deeper and deeper inside of me. I thrash my arms around, looking to grab a stick or something- anything- to get her off of me. My cries piddle down into hiccupping sobs. I’m going to die. Oh god, I’m going to die. 


     A loud cracking sound echoes through the woods. There’s a thud of a body hitting the ground, and the weight on my back is lifted. Feebly, I turn and look back, only to see the girl, lying on her back, motionless, on the forest floor. Black, curdled blood oozes out of a hole in her forehead. She’s been shot! 


     I whimper and try sit up, but it’s like all my strength has been sucked out of me. My vision starts to blur. The last thing I see is a pair of combat boots stepping in front of me before everything turns black. 


     ~ 


     Waking up is a slow process, like my whole body is rebooting. My muscles take their sweet time to catch up to my brain, which registers the faint, repetitive beep of a heart monitor. I open my eyes.  


     The room is dark and the walls are a metallic grey. I blink repeatedly until the bleariness of my vision fades. I’m in a hospital room of some kind, though it looks nothing like the ones in Haven’s General Hospital. Those are sterile and white, but they feel warmer than this room. 


     I try sitting up, but my hands and feet are tied to my bed frame by leather straps. Panicking, I yank them back and forth, desperately trying to loosen my binds. After a full minute of my skin being rubbed raw, I manage to pull my right hand through the loop halfway. Breathing deep and rhythmically, I yank once more and I’m free. Not wasting another second, I work on freeing my other limbs. 


     Once I’m free, I sit and ponder my situation. Why was I tied down in the first place? I remember the dead-eyed girl in the woods, and the sheer agony of her biting into my flesh. I shudder and reach up to touch my wound. I’m greeted with a gauze bandage taped over the damaged area. The prickles of a stitch poke through when I lightly press down. It causes a dull ache, so I stop. Instead, I turn my focus onto escaping. 


     I lower my feet onto the cold tile floor. My clothes have been replaced by a white paper gown, and I don’t see them anywhere in the room. I decide to go without them, and steady my shaking legs before letting go of the bed’s railing. I slink over to the dark-grey steel door. Grasping the doorknob, my breath catches as I slowly turn it. Please don’t be locked.  


     It clicks open, and I sigh in relief. I push it open slowly and peek outside. The halls are empty and silent. I exit the room as quietly as I can, closing the door behind me. 


     Large shadows loom across the concrete walls, adding to my anxiety. Faint sounds come from up ahead- groans and murmurs, and occasional sobs. There are other people here, and they sound like they’re in pain. I brace myself for the horrors that lie ahead, and continue forward. 


     The walls change from concrete to textured glass. I follow it down the hall and see that multiple wings are visible, if only vaguely, and are separated from each other by walls. I can make out the shapes of people all dressed the same gowns as me. 


     In the first section, the people are cloistered together against the wall or on the floor. The sobs are coming from this room. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but they sound like pleas for help. My stomach clenches, and I keep going. It’s the same for the next two sections, until I get to section 4. I stop in my tracks, confused by what I’m seeing. Patients are ambling through the halls, either alone or being carted around by other people in what look like white hazmat suits. 


     What the hell? I move to the last section, expecting to see more of the same. Instead, I’m greeted with a familiar white-eyed stare. I nearly jump out of my skin. 


     It’s a man- at least I think it’s a man- and his face is pressed against the glass. He mouths at the glass, breathing heavily and leaving behind a thick smear of blood. I back away until I’m against the concrete wall behind me. I look up and see that the entire wall of Section 5 is stained with blood, some in the shapes of handprints. I clasp my hand over my mouth to stop from screaming. 


     Footsteps echo on my left, and I flatten myself against the wall. A door handle jams into my back, and I grab it and fling open the door. I slip inside and close it just as two people walk by dressed in white lab coats. They keep going until their voices fade away, and I sigh in relief. 


     A foul smell enters my nose and I gag. I turn around to see what room I’ve entered, and I have to stop myself from screaming a second time. 


     I’m in some kind of morgue. Rows of bodies on tables fill the room, each one in some state of decay. I spot the one closest to me- the most recent addition, I assume- and feel my throat close.  


     It’s Liam. He’s naked, covered up to his shoulders by a paper sheet. His body is rigid and colourless, his lips pale purple and his eyes glassy and unseeing. His irises are clouded, just like the girl from the woods.  


     Just like the man behind the glass… 


     Fighting the urge to vomit, I scan the dark room for some kind of exit. There’s another door in the back, and I rush over to it and go inside. It’s an office, no bigger than a closet and cluttered with stacks of books and papers. A box-like computer sits in the middle of the messy desk, sticking out like a beacon of hope.  


     I close the door behind me and sit in the plush leather chair. I click the mouse twice and luckily it’s already signed into an account. I open the documents file and scan the names. Maybe I can find a floor plan or something, and find a way out of here… 


     I don’t see any floor plans, but I do see files upon files of patients. Curiously, I click one and start to read. 


     Patient #1347B. 


     Full Name: Theryn Freeman 


     Previous Location: Haven #3 (Previously Greater Toronto Area) 


     Condition: Critical 


     A photo of the patient loads next to the name, and my blood runs cold. It’s her. The girl from the woods. The one who bit me, and possibly killed Liam. The document says she’s from ‘Haven #3’. What does that mean? She’s certainly not from my Haven. Are there others? If there are, why are they numbered like this? Like…camps? I keep reading, shaken but determined to find answers.  


     Treatments: 


    

      	 Tetanus Shot (FAILED) 


      	 HRIG & Vaccine (FAILED) 


      	 Blood Transfusions (FAILED) 


      	 Adrenaline Shot (FAILED) 


    


     On October 13th the patient reached the late stage of Transmutation virus. The use of Blood Transfusions (attempt only in late term infection) is unsuccessful. Flesh around bite wound has begun to rot and rigor mortis has set in. Eyes have begun to cloud. Death and resurrection are imminent. Terminate as soon as possible. 


     UPDATE (10/30/XX): Termination successful. Virus has spread to two others, Patients #1348B and #1349B. Treatments will commence immediately. Details available in separate files. 


     I shiver again when I see the date of that update. It’s the day Liam and I sat at our spot together; the day I followed him over the fence. How long ago was it? How much time has passed since I passed out? 


     The flesh rotted around the place she was bitten. My skin crawls and I instinctively touch my own bandaged wound. It doesn’t hurt when I push on it this time, and that worries me. Is it starting to rot? Am I turning into what Theryn Newman was? What Liam maybe is?  


     This infection…what is it? Is there even a cure? There are a lot of treatments, based on what I read, but none of them were successful. 


     Dread bursts in my gut like a hideous black boil. We’re going to die here. 


     The door behind me slams open. “Hey!” A voice yells. 


     I spin around in the chair and see the tall figure of a man in a lab coat. The shadows conceal his face, but I can make out the reflection of glasses. “What are you doing in here?” 


     I try to speak but no sound comes out of me. He starts towards me and I shoot up and out of my seat. “I… um… I…” 


      “You need to be back in your room,” he says, moving slowly like I’m a wild animal he’s trying not to scare. “It’s not safe for you to be wandering around like this.”  


     In a split second, he lunges for me. I scream and duck under his arms, running back to the morgue. I fling the door open and run into the hall. 


     Sirens blare over the PA system and lights in the hall start flashing red. The infected people behind the glass start to scream and howl. I turn right and race down the hall, praying that I’m going in the right direction. 


     My heart thunders in my ears, making it impossible for me to hear if I’m being followed. I don’t dare to look behind me. I just keep running until I see a pair of double doors at the end of the hall, like a light at the end of a dark tunnel. I shove all my weight against them and they slam open. I’m sent sprawling into the chilling night air. 


     The sky is pitch black and starless. It’s difficult to see where to go, but when I become aware of the thundering footsteps behind me, I pick a direction and sprint away. Tree branches slash my bare face and arms to ribbons, and I stumble three times after getting stabbed in the soles of my feet by rocks. Still, I keep going. I can’t stop. 


     Up ahead I see the thin outline of a fence. Haven’s fence! I’m almost there! My heart leaps and I catapult myself toward it.  


     An electric force slams into me like a freight train. I fly backward and land on the ground. My head hits the dirt hard and I find that I can’t move. I try to look up, and see three people in heavy armoured suits standing above me.  


     Then everything blurs and goes dark. 


     ~ 


     When I wake up again, I’m back in a hospital bed. I jolt upright, thinking that I’m back in the facility again. My hands are free this time, and I immediately go to pull out my IV. 


     A familiar voice stops me. “Hold it!”  


     I look up. It’s Doctor Manson, my family doctor from Haven! What’s he doing here? I take a moment to look at my surroundings, and I see that I’m not in the facility after all. Unlike that place, this room is warm and light with cream-coloured walls and a nice vase of orchids on a table across from my bed. I’m in Haven’s General Hospital, and I sigh in relief. 


     I begin wonder if everything I’d experienced was just a vivid nightmare, when I rub the side of my neck. The prickles of a stitch poke into my palm, and I freeze. My bite is real. That means I was attacked in the woods! So why am I not infected yet? Have I been cured? If so… how? 


     Doctor Manson takes my hand, startling me out of my thoughts. He moves it away from the IV, and pats it gently. “I’m glad you’re awake, Tanya,” he says. “You’ve been unconscious for a couple of days. We were getting worried.” 


     A couple of days? How much time has passed? What day is it anyway? I have so many questions, but I decide to stick with some simple ones. “What happened?” I ask. “How did I get here?” 


     He fluffs my pillow and pulls away. “To be perfectly honest,” he says. “I don’t have all of the answers. But from what I’ve been told by the police, your mother was worried when you didn’t come home from school. She called the authorities, who searched high and low for you throughout town. They eventually found you, unconscious and curled up in the fetal position at that old picnic area on Jameson and Wilde.” 


     So…I did get over the fence in time? The last thing I remember before passing out was a blast of energy, like I’d been electrocuted. It makes no sense, since the fence hasn’t been electric in over a decade. We learned this in school. Did they electrocute it when Liam and I didn’t come back? 


      “What about Liam?” I ask. 


     He furrows his brow. “Liam?” 


      “Liam Young! He was with me when we climbed over the fence.” 


     He stiffens. “You did what?” 


     He isn’t answering me, and I take that as a bad sign. “Where is he? Did they find him?” I knew he was dead, but maybe his body had been brought back to Haven. They weren’t just going to have him disappear, right? 


     Doctor Manson shakes his head. “I didn’t even know he was with you. You were all alone when you were found.” 


     Tears well up in my eyes. I won’t even get a chance to say goodbye to my best friend? Will he just be another Missing Persons case without an ending? 


      “Tanya…” Doctor Manson takes my good hand and clasps it in his own. I look at him, and his eyes are sincere and stern. “…how much do you remember of your time in the woods?” 


     I blink. “Um…” 


      “Do you remember how you got that?” He continues, pointing at the stitch in my neck. 


      “I…don’t remember,” I lie. How can I possibly begin to explain it all to him? It all seems so… absurd. 


     He narrows his eyes, and for a second I think he doesn’t believe me. Then he releases my hand, stands up and goes to the door. He steps into the hall and nods at someone. 


     My mother comes into the room, followed by a tall man in a suit. “Tanya?” 


      “Mom…” 


     She rushes over and hugs me close. “Thank god you’re okay,” she murmurs. I want to bury my face in her shoulder- to inhale the familiar smell of her soap and to forget everything that’s happened- but the stranger loitering in the doorway distracts me. Something is severely off about him. 


     He’s so ordinary-looking that it’s difficult to describe, if that makes sense. Brown hair neatly gelled to his head, long horse-like face, neat and tailored blue suit. His eyes captivate me: piercing, unnaturally blue, and trained, unblinking, on me as if he’s analyzing me. It sends a shiver down my spine. 


     Mom lets me go, and Doctor Manson gestures to the man. “Tanya, this is David Sherman.” He says this like I’m supposed to know who that is.  


     I give him a blank stare, and he elaborates. “Mr. Sherman is our representative in the local government. Out of town.” 


     I frown. Out of town? I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t from Haven, except for a couple new families who transferred. But we were all made aware that they were coming in the days before their arrival! No one ever showed up unannounced here. 


      “We were worried about you, Miss Hadley,” David Sherman pipes up. “It is good that you are well.” He smiles. Or rather, he turns up the corners of his mouth in the mimicry of a smile. Something is weird about his pronunciation: he stretches his vowels and his voice lilts in weird places. 


     Then he blinks, and my stomach drops like a stone. His eyelids close vertically, like an amphibian. It happens in a split second, and luckily my eyes were wide open. 


     Mom and Doctor Manson must not have seen it, because they’re acting like everything’s fine. Or maybe they know… Either way, Doctor Manson proceeds to guide himself and my mother to the door. “Mr. Sherman will answer any questions you have about…what happened to you.” 


     I open my mouth to protest, but they close the door. Just like that, I’m alone with…whatever ‘David Sherman’ really is. 


     He slinks around the room, touching random objects like the flower vase on the table, or the picture frame on the wall. His movements are too rigid to be a normal person. Then he turns and stares at me with those too-blue, amphibian eyes of his. My skin crawls. 


      “You are confused about the things you experienced in the forest.” It’s a statement, not a question.  


     I nod, wondering where he’s going to go with this. 


      “My colleagues at Blackwood gave me a detailed description of what happened after you escaped your room. You gave everyone quite a scare.” 


      “Blackwood? What’s that?” 


     He never takes his eyes off of me. He stands at the foot of my bed, curling his long pale fingers around the metal bars. “The facility where you were taken. It’s where you received that.” He points to the stitch on my neck. 


     The skin around the area starts to prickle and I press my hand over it. 


      “You remember. That means your mind is sharp. That is curious, because the memory-numbing agents in Haven’s water supply have lost their effect on you.” He tilts his head to the side like an inquisitive cat. “Have you never wondered why the citizens of this town are content to stay within its borders? To not question what lies beyond?” 


     I open my mouth, but I have no idea how to respond. 


     “You have felt it, haven’t you?” His voice is low and soft, whispery. “The overwhelming feeling of something amiss in this place? That sense sent you and your friend over the fence, didn’t it? Into our clutches, didn’t it?” 


     It makes so much sense, in such a twisted way. It means I’m not crazy or overthinking things, and that something was truly hanging over all of us, blinding us. Did Liam share this quirk with me? Is that what led to his death? 


      “Why are you telling me this?” I ask. 


     He stands up straight. “I am telling you that your feelings are valid, and that you are far from being ‘crazy’ or ‘paranoid’. In fact, you might be immune to the substance, which may explain how you survived being infected.” 


     A barrage of images floods my head: Liam’s clouded eyes; Theryn Freeman’s ambling corpse; the infected man behind the glass, and all the blood. I remember what I read in Theryn’s file back at the Blackwood facility. “What is it?” I ask. “The sickness- or virus, whatever it is- that killed Liam and Theryn Freeman and infected all those people?” 


     His stare bores into my own. “Do you believe in other worlds?” 


     It’s an odd question. “I don’t know.” 


      “You should, because it explains the origins of this… virus, as you put it.” He says. “It’s an interdimensional parasite,” he explains. “It came into your world through a tear in reality, created by a group of your world’s scientists. It travels from one world to the next, infecting the residents with a savage sickness that degenerates the body and the mind until they become, essentially, walking corpses.” 


      “So…a zombie parasite. From another world.” 


      “More or less.” 


      “And there’s no cure?” 


     He turns his head back and forth, shaking it ‘no’. I wonder, with all of his inhuman behavior, if David Sherman is from one of these other worlds he’s spoken of. 


      “Are there others like me? People who are immune?” 


      “None that we are aware of, which is precisely what has everyone stumped. Theoretically, you shouldn’t have survived. The force field around your town’s fence detected you as one of the infected, which is why you were refused access at first…” 


     That explains the force that knocked me out, I think to myself. 


      “…but all we know is that you developed immunity sometime after that, the likes of which are one in the million or so humans that remain in this world.” He lifts the corner of his mouth. “I suppose this means that things will be changing soon.” His eyes blink vertically again, and I shiver. “Did that answer all of your questions?” 


      “Not quite.” 


     He stares at me, expectantly. 


      “You’re not human, are you?” 


     He shakes his head. 


      “What are you? Why are you here?” 


     He smiles genuinely, and it is the most horrific-looking thing I’ve ever seen. “Still so inquisitive,” he purrs. “Don’t worry yourself, Tanya. We are working with the humans to help you survive. You should focus on living the rest of your life in Haven. Remember: some things are better left in the dark.” 


     With that, he walks to the door and leaves. 


     I was released from the hospital a week later. Things haven’t been the same since the incident. People are more on edge. My mother constantly worries about me, which I guess is a good thing. But mostly I wish to be left alone. 


     Liam’s family never got closure on their son’s disappearance. Nobody knows what happened to him, or what kinds of horrors lurk beyond the fence. No one except for me, and every day I wish that I didn’t. I wish that I’d died in that forest with Liam. At least we would’ve been together, even in death. Living with my best friend- the only person who really understood me- is hell. 


     I went back to our picnic spot during one of my lunches at school. Our half-full Pepsi cans are still there, tucked up against the rocks like forgotten relics of a different time. I wonder if he was unfortunate enough to be resurrected as one of the living dead. Does he live behind the same glass walls as countless others now? 


     I can’t bear to look into the woods beyond, afraid that I’ll see his reanimated corpse ambling towards me. Instead, I turn away and trudge back down the hill to civilization. 


     I haven’t been back to the fence since. I think it’s better that way. Perhaps David Sherman is right: some things are better left in the dark.
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