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Welcome to Undercover, BFS’s very first literary and art magazine!
This has been a labor of love, on the part of our Creative Writing students. I am
so proud of the work they have done on this project. This year, I’ve been talking to
them about the importance of the author being in control of what happens from the
Beginning, to the Middle, to The End of a story. I think they took that to heart in
shaping their literary magazine from start to finish with poetry, fiction, and creative
nonfiction, as well as photography, painting, drawing, and textile art. The final stage
of such a project is too often fraught with last-minute crisis and frustration, edits
gone wrong, infighting, and missed deadlines; perhaps also with teachers swooping
in to rescue stories and poems and shape the whole thing presentably before throwing
it off to the press. On the contrary, the kids took the wheel and sparked ideas for the
magazine, made beautiful art, wrote intriguing poems and narratives. They learned
how to workshop, then workshopped their writing, then moved to invite schoolwide
submissions, made editorial decisions, lovingly communicated revisions to students,
and, finally, went about managing the hard work of final edits and arrangements
of all of their material. They brainstormed and voted on a title for their work, and
created drafts of the magazine cover. You hold in your hands the product of hundreds
of hours of work by BFS students. Best of all, I believe they found great enjoyment,
developed friendships, and learned skills in writing, editing, creative planning, and
cooperation through this process. I could not be more honored or happy or proud to
be their Creative Writing teacher. Congratulations to my students:

Brian Cho, Danielle Church, Sabe (Isabel) Cruz-Rivera, Ewon Kim, Youseung Kim, Nikita
Lysenko, Albert Oh, Hyunjun Park. Jeannie Park, Anna Schier, Gaetane Slootweg, Martina
Mikaila Vilar, and Veronika Yuguy.

With love,
Ms. Slovak
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Imprisoned
by Gaetane Slootweg Allepuz

DEC 23, 2020
The days have been long. Longer than ever before. The white walls that
look grey reflect too much the yellow-tinted lights. My eyes sting, puffy
because of the dust particles. Trash hides in the corners of the room. A
grumbling noise echoes the room from the hospital ventilating system.
The hallway next to my room has sounds so loud. Heavy footsteps.
Clunk Clunk. There is no rhythm to them. It is the same sound over
and over again. Clunk. Clunk.Clunk.

It’s been two days already that I have stayed in this hospital room.
Though I share the room with two older ladies we all stay near our beds.
Both the ladies look the same. They have black hair cut short and made
up of curls. Their lips were thin with little hairs over them. Interaction
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is never common as most of my time is consumed watching Netflix
and talking to my friends. I lay on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. My
head is empty of thought, so I just doze off into nothingness. I have
that feeling where you stare at something but forget you are staring at
it. My mind is blank. There are no extracurricular activities I could use
to fill the time. Nor are there people to talk to. My life, once a city, is
now a ghost town. My eyes start watering. I am alone in this room with
two strangers. My family’s an hour away and I need to move. I need
to run, play, exercise. Next to my bed is a window. From the window
came a refreshing flow of air, which heightens my sense of relaxation.
HA! Just kidding. It is sealed shut. Instead of looking clear, it has a tint
of grey, making the view more depressing. All you see is a wall washed
of all its white paint. The window defeats the purpose of having one in
the first place.

The day starts out at 5 in the morning. When all of a sudden the lights
turn on my heart skips a beat. My visions blurry but I could hear
people coming in. Their footsteps sound like a big object falling. Men
in plastic suits have a hat that looks like something a beekeeper wears.
Their mouths are covered but their eyes can be seen. One has the color
of warm coffee and the other of dark chocolate. They stick a sharp
needle through my vein, sucking out a little of my blood. The color is
a surprise. It isn’t the color of snow whites lips but more the color of
Bell’s rose. Like a dark cherry. Cherries grow in trees. Trees I haven’t
seen in so long. Trees need fresh air. The fresh air I haven’t breathed
in for so long. Fresh air which is outside. Outside somewhere I haven’t
been in so long. Being outside is being alive.
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6:00 PM
My eyes are half open as I stare into my food. I feel awake but asleep.
Like when you are just starting to wake up. Black containers with a
compartment are filled with… I don’t even know what. It’s hard to
open the lid. It’s hard to break my chopsticks. The strength I once had,
has vanished. I took a bite. It isn’t good. I put my food away. All while
still on my bed.

DEC 24, 2020
Today is different. Light seeps through the little clean part of the
window. The sun rays rest lightly on my pillow. I’ve gotten used to the
noises. Now they are just as normal to me as the noises in my house
were. Now that I think about it, that’s actually kinda sad. But that
doesn’t matter. I know what I am eating for breakfast, in contrast to
the times I have no idea what’s in the containers. Red spicy meat sits
on top of a plump of white rice. I talk to my parents, grandparents, and
uncles. My Grandparents told me “these times are the times where
you truly find out who your friends are.” And I thought about that. For
a long time. I have many school friends. But I guess real friends are
harder to come by. My current status is one. I only have one friend that
calls me almost every single day. Back when everything was normal, I
would take that as a reason to be sad. But back then you didn’t get a lot
of time to think. Not everyone has a friend like that. She will stay with
me forever, so I have to stay with her.
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8:00 PM
The little natural light coming from the window fades. That is my cue
to get ready.

9:00 PM
Writing down your thoughts in a diary never appealed to me before.
Why share your feelings to a book when you can chat with a friend.
Sometimes you find yourself surprised by what you are capable of
doing. Something I found interesting is that now everyone fears the
word ‘positive’. “You are positive” If everyone around me isn’t so quick
to judge. I probably would have told the whole world by now. But I
didn’t feel safe telling everyone.

DEC 25, 2020
I couldn’t sleep last night. I was waiting for my father to tuck me in. I
was waiting to feel my goodnight kiss. That was the most I cried.

12:00 PM
Now I am waiting with my food for my little sister to say our prayers.
I cry.

4:30 PM
I’m waiting to hear the “hello” I get from my mom every day. I cry again.
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8:00 PM
I miss everything. But mostly the small things. I miss sharing a room.
I miss the smell of my house. I miss the feeling of changing. I miss the
feeling of happiness. But mostly I miss the feeling of family. Maybe
that one isn’t so little.

DEC 26, 2020
The old ladies yell at me. Their voices strain through their throat.
“Don’t do exercises!” They say “I’m not doing anything wrong!” I say
back. My voice is obviously louder and stronger. This is the first real
interaction we had. The number of complaints has been piling up in
my head since I arrived. I list them out loud one by one. Loud and
clear. “You have the worst manners. You burp, fart. I thought elderly
people knew more about manners. Why tf are you two speaking at 5
am when I’m still sleeping. You guys are so disrespectful!” The words
are probably all nonsense to them. They yell back, this time sounding
like a hyena. Their eyes get smaller and their wrinkles become more
defined. Whatever it is they are saying I couldn’t understand. But
more so it gets my head boiling and my fists clenched. The energy that
left when I came here all of a sudden came back. Adrenaline struck me
and all of a sudden I want more action. I’m about to open my mouth
and yell again, but before I could a nurse came in. Like a flick of a light
my roommate’s attention shifts to her. They were yelling, probably
complaining about me. But all the nurse could do is stare in shock.
It is one to be yelled at by a person and another to be yelled at by two
furious old Korean ladies. I could see the fear in her eyes. She kept
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glancing at me but I’m already parched on my bed. My headphones
were over my ears with music playing at full volume. And this is the
most interesting thing that has happened yet.

I’m not writing the date anymore. The blank boring days have got me
to lose track of time. I call a friend every day, desperately trying to
waste my time. We play Among Us, Roblox, sometimes watch a movie.
My roommates get annoyed. But right now I don’t really give a crap.
They speak louder though. Probably because their ears are becoming
deaf. Or maybe it’s just cause they’re mannerless beings who don’t
care about the wellbeing of a 15-year-old. “GGAAAEEETTAAANE!! I
can’t believe you did this. What’s wrong with you!!” Relax. That’s just
what my friend said after I killed her. Om my god no. I didn’t actually
kill her, it’s a game stupid. Lmao. I don’t know who I am writing this
to. Myself I guess.

DRIIING DRIING! The phone rang and immediately went to grab it.
“Hello, is this Gaetane” “Yes” “You are free to leave in one day”

Oh. Did I forget to mention Christmas? I spent Christmas in the
hospital. Christmas, a holiday of family and presents turned into a
day to mourn. Part of me is taken away on this day. I almost cry, but
I see a message. An unexpected friend. Now today, at this time. I’m
talking to him. Yes, now we talk all day. We talk about our memories
in the summer. The fun times we had at the beach. The fresh air we
could breathe back then. It was all fun and games. Until of course. The
pandemic. Two days left. Just two days left. But those two days are the
longest.
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I get my food, but instead of eating it, I throw it away. There is bread
stashed under my bed. I took it out and spread Nutella. Food that I
brought from home. GOSH DAMMIT. As I pick it up the sandwich
falls. I’m writing this in bed but re-encountering the day is like living
it again. Whether good or bad that day was, it’s all I could do to pass
time. So instead of eating, I take the milk and it slips right through my
hand. SPLOOSH. It spills all over my hospital gown. The icky wet stains
stuck to my body, feeling like ice that’s melting. I smell disgusting! The
ladies look up and look at me. Their stares were enough words for me
to understand. “I can’t wait until you leave,” they were saying. But I
don’t really care. I can’t wait until I can leave. Imagine what a lion feels
like stuck in a cage but he has to wait two days to get out. Yes. That is
how I feel. The hours after that is nothing to remember. Which is why
I’m not writing about it. “Remember when we went surfing” That is a
text I got. This made me sad and happy. I close my eyes and dig deep
into my mind for the memory. The sky was flax- gold as we walked
on the bow of the beach. Cylinders of light moved across the sea. The
water is dark blue but a little yellow. The sun tasted our skin and the
sand scratched our feet. We stood next to each other looking at the
waves carelessly dribbling into the sand. Near the shore, the pulse of
the waves was calming but far away we could see the sea hoarding its
mighty power. Waves crashed and roared. Looking at each other we
smiled and dove in. An unexpected cool sting went through my body
as I first entered the water. It felt “BLABLA”. The nurse enters. The
memory now left me but it was nice. It’s getting pretty late. I guess I
should go to sleep. I’ll take a shower first.

Shoot. I missed a whole day of writing. Oh well, it doesn’t matter. This
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is my last day. DRIINNNG!! I went to pick up the phone. “Hello, you
will leave tomorrow” My heart stopped. I am ready. I even packed up.
Tears start falling onto my chest. I feel horrible today. This is probably
one of the worst days. Finally, I was leaving. But now I have to wait
another day. 24 HOURS!!!!! It is outrageous. They told me I could
leave today. But I’m not. So why did they tell me that? All I could do
now is wait.

The lady takes my suitcase and leads me out of the room. I don’t even
say goodbye, because I know I won’t miss it.

I’m back home now. I remember how it felt like to be outside after a
month. The lady walked me outside and I felt as if I was going to throw
up. I haven’t moved at all and the sudden action made me sick. This is
my last time I’m writing in this book. I have no need to anymore.
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Black Stones
Story by Veronika Yuguy | Illustrated by Anonymous
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Black Stones
by Veronika Yuguy

“Ready or not, here I come” were the last words Willow heard,
as pure black stones stared deep into her soul.

It was a beautiful Sunday morning, fresh snow had just fallen;
all you saw for miles were blankets of pure white covering the ground.
The trees stood naked, covered with specks of snow. Willow decided
that it was a nice day to go out and play. What’s better than freshly
fallen snow to make a snowman? As Willow was starting second grade
in two weeks, she wanted to have fun with her friends before winter
break was over. She was very sick for the past month and wasn’t able
to go out; nevertheless, her fever finally broke a week after finally
arriving at her new house.

“Mom, let’s go to the playground. I promised Alysa that we
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would play hide and seek today” Willow yelled from the front door to
her mother. They recently moved to a new neighborhood because of
the weird events happening at her old house. Like windows opening
during the night and the non-stop screeching noises in the walls. The
new house was closer to the school, which was convenient. Willows’s
father wasn’t in the picture for years now, so she lived alone with her
single working mother, who came home very late. Willow didn’t want
to tell her mother but she always saw someone walking around in the
backyard late at night when she is home alone, but willow usually
brushed it off as her imagination.

“You forgot your hat,” her mom said, as she walked out of the
kitchen and placed a red hat over Willow’s short jet black hair. It went
over her face covering her eyes.

“Mom!” she yelled from annoyance as she adjusted her hat.
Her mother gave her a dirty look.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell” Willow apologized to her
mom. Content with the apology, they set out the door.

“ALYSA!” Willow shouted when they finally arrived. Alysa
was wearing a pink hat over her golden locks, and a matching coat,
making her look like a doll with those big brown eyes and freckles on
her porcelain white skin.

“WILLOW! YOU’RE FINALLY HERE!” Alysa shouted back as
she ran towards her, snow crunching under her feet. Willow and Alysa
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had been best friends since they were in diapers, and that’s because
their mothers were best friends since high school. Willow’s mom,
Juniper sat next to Alysa’s mother, Mariane and they started chatting
away, like usual.

“Wanna build a snowman?” Alysa offered.

“YEA!” Willow exclaimed, finally being able to play in the snow
after being bedridden for a month.

“First one to the oak tree gets to choose the face,” Alysa said,
getting ready to run. Willow wasn’t backing down easy.

“Alright,” she sneered.

“Ready…”

“Set…”

“GO!”

As soon as she said go, both of the girls bolted towards the
giant oak tree on the very end side of the playground which was by the
forest, concealed from the rest of the world. From any wandering eyes.

“DON’T GO TOO FAR” Mariane yelled after them.

“FIRST!” Willow said, panting excessively. She was getting
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dizzy, and her limbs started to go limp. Running after being sick for so
long wasn’t a smart idea.

“Are you ok? Do you need to sit down?” asked Alysa. Seeing
her friend barely able to stand was a worrisome sight.

“No, I’m ok, Let’s start building,” Willow said after finally
catching her breath. She felt her heart pounding in her head. They
began rolling snowballs for the snowman.

“I’ll make the bottom, and you work on the body,” said Alysa,
knowing that the body would be smaller, and it’s easier, meaning
Willow could rest a bit.

“Ok,” Willow agreed, knowing that she indeed didn’t have
much energy and wasn’t in shape to argue. She always wanted to show
her worth and how she’s as strong as anyone to beat any boy, but she
wasn’t stupid.

They finally finished the snowman. Willow used two black
stones as eyes, a rounded twig as a mouth, which was a bit crooked but
wasn’t bad, and dead grass as a hat, which was so dark it looked black.

“The snowman’s eyes kind of look creepy...” whispered Alysa.

“...yeah,” Willow agreed. Then Willow remembered why she
came to play with Alysa today.
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“Not it” Willow yelled, smirking as Alysa scowled.

“Not fair, I wasn’t ready” she whined.

“Fair and square, now count to 30” Willow giggled as she
began walking away. Alysa closed her eyes and started counting.

“1..,2..,3…”

Willow walked around for a bit looking for the best hiding spot,
unknowingly walking deeper into the forest behind the playground.
She found a small space between a giant willow tree and a bush. She
sat down and peeked through the branches of the bush, seeing the
snowman in the distance peering back at her. A little chill ran through
her body. She could hear Alysa counting in the distance. Her body
relaxed, something about playing hide and seek always calmed her
down.

“28..29..30”

“Ready or not, here I come,” Alysa yelled, and as soon as she
finished someone grabbed Willow from behind and covered her face
with something damp. It smelled sweet, she could almost taste it
in her mouth. The next thing she knew, all the muscles in her body
relaxed and everything started spinning. She couldn’t move or think.
Two black stones stared back at her. Then, nothing.

“...It’s ok- ...Lily, ...you’re home... now’’ a voice echoed. As
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Willow opened her eyes she saw a woman staring down at her, feeling
the warm breath of the woman on her skin. Her nose almost touched
hers. Willow felt panic creep her body as she flinched. The woman’s
messy long black hair covered parts of her eyes, hiding secrets, but
the woman’s eyes were as black as the night sky, like drilled holes in
her soul; they looked so dead and so cold. Who’s Lily? Where am I?
What does she mean by home? Who is this woman!? Questions started
streaming into Willow’s head. Suddenly she remembered her mothers
words in midst of her panic;

“Remember, if you’re in a situation with a stranger, without
me nearby, act polite, but don’t follow them anywhere”

“Lily? Are you awake?” the woman grabbed Willow’s shoulders
and propped her up.

“Lily?” Willow asked looking at the crooked smile on the
woman’s face. It looked familiar.

“You’re finally home, my baby” the woman glowed with
happiness and hugged willow. She was smiling, but her eyes didn’t
change, they stayed the same dark cold stare. Something about
the woman hugging her set Willow off. The panicked feeling began
increasing.

“I’m not Lily, you got the wrong person” Willow answered,
voice hoarse. She pulled away from the hug trembling. The woman
looked at Willow and her expression darkened; it was like looking into
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the black hole of endless depth, death. Her downward-facing lashes
curtained her eyes and made her look forever broken.

“Don’t say that Lily... Mommy worked really hard to get you
home”

“I’M NOT LILY!” Willow erupted. Then came a loud smack,
Willow’s cheek went beet red and started to sting. Her eyes widened
and tears welled up unknowingly. Instinctively her hand immediately
went to her face, softly concealing the tender cheek. Twinges of pain
and the shock from the hit shook her back into reality.

“I’m sorry...mother, I didn’t mean to yell,” Willow said, her
eyes falling to the ground to hide the tears streaming down her face,
brightening her already red cheek.

“It’s ok Lily, as long as you understand, and call me mommy, not
mother.” the woman softened and smiled, bringing Willow back into a
hug. Willow hesitated for a moment, but hugged the woman back, not
wanting her to lash out again. The wet streaks stained her cheeks as
she looked out the window, hoping someone was looking for her. The
woman abruptly got up and shuffled out of the room as if nothing just
happened. Willow saw the doors shut followed by a small click sound.
Taking the chance she looked around the dim room, looking for a way
out; the only light was coming through a window high up on the wall;
meaning the window wasn’t an option. The sage green wallpaper made
the room glow green combined with the sunlight, almost like a forest
filled with magical creatures, creatures of the unknown. The air was
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musty and there was a strange smell. Goosebumps ran down Willow’s
back as she realized the room had gotten a lot colder or was it cold
before? She searched around for anything to keep her warm and only
found a tethered blanket. The yellow ragged blanket wasn’t big, but
enough for a child. She wrapped it around herself and glanced at the
dark wooden door. She inched closer cautiously, deep down hoping it
was unlocked. She reached for the handle. There is no use, you don’t
even know where you are. She pulled back her hand, realizing there
was no hope.

“Hello?” whispered a soft voice, the voice of a little girl. Willow
froze. She felt her heart drop to her stomach.

“Is anyone there?” the voice asked. Willow turned her head
towards the voice. It was coming from underneath the bed.

“He...hello?” Willow whispered back, confused, yet a glimmer
of hope arose. She walked back to the bed, dropping to her knees
gently. She tried to move the boxes under the bed.

“Wait, don’t! I don’t want to be seen right now.” The girl said
flustered. What is she hiding? Why is she hiding?

“I understand,” Willow said, just happy that she wasn’t alone
anymore. She turned her back towards the bed and leaned against it,
facing the other wall. Observing the light shift as the sun was setting
somewhere in the distance. The weird smell was more obvious here.
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“Where are we?” Willow asked the girl, hoping maybe she
would have a hint of her location.

“I have no idea, I’ve been here for a while,” the girl answered.
There was so much that didn’t make sense, there was something wrong
about this girl, but Willow couldn’t figure out what.

A creek was followed by the sound of footsteps. The lock
clicked and the door swung open.

“Hi honey, I brought you dinner,” the woman chimed as she
shuffled into the room holding a plate of food.

“Hope you’re not too lonely in here alone” she smiled her dead
smile and placed the food on the small counter. Willow felt a drop of
sweat roll down her face. What did she mean alone? I’m not alone.

“I’m not…” Willow whispered as an impending feeling of doom
sunk in her chest. You’re not alone.

“Good,” the woman said and left the room satisfied. The
moment the door shut Willow shot up.

“Hello?” she whispered. No answer. Mustering up as much
courage as she could she sat back down, facing the bed this time. She
began moving the boxes under the bed, and she realized the foul smell
was getting more powerful. She grabbed her nose, trying not to gag.
The room was getting darker and it was hard to see. Willow got on her
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stomach, still covering her nose, and reached in. She felt the back of
the girl and relaxed. She must have fallen asleep.

“You shouldn’t sleep there,” Willow said and grabbed the girl’s
arm. She must be so cold, her body feels like ice. She carefully dragged
the girl from under the bed. Willow felt her heart stop as the girl’s face
came in contact with the moonlight. Two black stones, the ones of the
woman, were staring back at her. The cold dead eyes. She dropped
the girl, her body making a soft thud on the wooden floors. The girl
was around the same height and age as Willow, same hair and similar
features. The black stones twinkled in the moonlight, like deep ponds
at midnight.

Hi, I’m Lily
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Dancing With You
by Martina Vilar

I see your beautiful lucid eyes, while you stare at mine.
You smile so sweetly as you lightly touch my waist.
As you sway me around, as chills run down my spine,
while you glide me so fast-paced.
You hold me tightly as you twirl me around.
Then you tuck my hair behind my ear,
and whisper breathily, “You look exquisite in that gown.”
Somehow I perceive nothing and mishear.
Now I yell at humanity, screaming at the sky.
While I hold on too tight to your love.
Hearing not only silence but also my cry.
As I gaze at the heavens seeing a charming dove.
Knowing it’s you in the clouds, I gaze at the coast.
While every night I’m dancing with your ghost.
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Fountain of Cries by Eunhoo Park
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Snap
by Albert Oh
Trigger Warning: This content may contain violent or graphic content

“Damn… I’m too sad,” I realized.

I was with some friends until a few minutes ago and it had
been quite a while since I last saw them. Probably around half a year,
I think. Although the joy didn’t last long enough, parting ways was too
painful. It hurt.

Soon enough, however, the splatter of agony inside me
snowballed into a disaster of another scale. There were no longer just
dabs of frenzied emotion, no. Inside me went on a tornado of them.
Sadness from being separated once more, joy from attaining such a
beautiful memory, hope that we may meet again, terror we may never,
surprise how tears were falling, admiration that I stood brave and
strong, anger that this was how the situation unfolded, and disgust…
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at myself, for being such a mess. With all these emotions infused
together, I was too disoriented to sit down so I lay down. With an
awkward smile on my face that flickered, changing between that and
a desperate frown, no longer was I the master of my own mind. The
waterworks were going off as if there would be no tomorrow and snot
drooled down as I sniffled to compose myself again.

Putting my thumb to my middle finger, snap.

“Okay… better... I’m back” said to myself, confident. Wiping
away the tears of the past me, I reorganized myself.

Then, as I reached for my bag, which was leaning against
my desk, I met my sister’s gaze. Her expression was one of disgust,
weirded out by… me, I guess.

“Right… I’m not normal,” I remembered. I had been getting
too used to my recently attained ability, Reset.

It all began when I tried snapping again around a month back.
I was never able to snap as a child, but a few weeks ago I finally did
it. I had forgotten about snapping and the countless hours in which
I attempted to as a child, but now that I tried it again, over 10 years
later, I was able to do it. I was so happy that I kept snapping left and
right. But soon after, my happiness slowed, so I stopped.

It was only later that I learned about this ability of mine: the
power to “reset” my emotions. I couldn’t feel happiness back when I
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first used this ability because I was nullifying the joy. It seemed as if I
could reset any and all emotions I had, and without a limit.

_______________________________________________

When I woke up the next morning, I woke up cranky, as usual
though. Snap.

“Time to get going,” I muttered.

I was never one to make good enough life decisions to wake
up feeling fresh, so resetting my exhaustion and bad-temper made
my mornings so great. I was able to move automatically and start my
day, snapping whenever something felt off; I was off smooth sailing.
After efficiently starting my morning, I climbed down the stairs to
get to work. Snapping to chase away the boredom and tiredness, I
felt nothing, nothing at all. I got into my car, greeted by rush hour.
Snapping every so often to regain my patience, I was at work soon
enough. Then I continued to labor away, resetting my emotions to
make the work process run as smoothly as possible.

Before I knew it, the day was finally over.

“Good work today,” I heard.

“Yeah, you too, Jim.”

“Say, you wanna join us this evening? Dylan said he’ll bring us
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to this new place he found. Apparently, it’s got it all man!” I could feel
his enthusiasm leaking out.

“Sorry, not today,” I said. “Maybe next time.”

“Alright… I guess.” Jim turned to walk away. “By the way, you
doing good lately?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” Jim said before leaving.

Sigh. I never really understood why he and the others would
waste their money every night drinking and partying. Well, I guess
I was once like that too... until I learned to reset such ephemeral
excitement, that is.

Anyhow, I should still get myself some dinner.

_______________________________________________

In the end, I decided to work for a bit more as it made the
most sense. I was close to finishing up my latest project and I wanted
to make sure I was ahead of schedule. Resetting every time I felt like
I wanted to leave, it was dark when I next looked out the window.
Everyone had left as I saw the empty room.

“Guess I have to leave now,” I spoke aloud as I got ready to
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leave for the day.

I then remembered that I hadn’t had a chance to eat yet, so I
went out to grab a quick meal where I usually went. It was called, The
Happiness Kitchen, and they served nice, healthy food at fairly low
prices. Since I could mitigate the feeling of “bad” taste of flavors like
kale, I’ve been eating healthy these days for my physical well-being.

Ring, the bell rang as I opened the door.

“Oh, glad to see you here again,” Katrina, the manager, said.
“Will you be having the usual?”

“Yes.”

“Alright, you can sit at your usual table -- we kept it for you.”

“Thank you,” I went over to the window seat and sat down.

As I was adjusting my form, I heard a familiar voice from the
table next to me. It was Jim.

_______________________________________________

“...it’s almost as if he’s a robot,” I heard Jim say.

“Yeah, it’s pretty unsettling to be near him nowadays because
he’s so… inhuman, I guess? Like the other day when I was tired from
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the business trip I came back from, he was all insensitive and telling
me to ‘get my act together,’” another chimed in.

“You know, I felt the same. It’s almost like he can’t feel
anything, you know?”

“Remember the day when my mom died? I still can’t believe how
heartless his words were. He could at least pretend to care, couldn’t he?”

“Honestly, I wanted to talk to him to ask him what was wrong,
but he seems perfectly fine these days too. I wonder what’s going on
with him. You know, maybe we were just being dumb… thinking that
he was our friend.”

I couldn’t handle it anymore.

Snap.

Then, I walked out.

_______________________________________________

My emotions could be reset, but my memories couldn’t. Tears
rained down, and no matter how many times I snapped, they just kept
on flowing. My emotions were simply too strong to stop, flooding past
my attempts to extinguish them.

Snap.

28

Snap.
Snap.
Snap.

“Damn it all! Why won’t they stop!” I shouted as I continued to
walk alongside the path, leading to the river and the park there.

As walking turned into running, I could feel people’s gazes
fixed onto me. I felt trapped and weak, there was nothing I could do.
I snapped once more, then snapped again, but to no avail. When I
reached the park pathway, I slowed down. This was a meaningful place
to me. It was where I gained strength in desperate times when all was
but lost. Reaching the bridge, I climbed on over the rails and sat down,
my legs swinging in midair. It was just as I remembered it, but the
feeling I felt back then… I forgot what it was.

Hugging the rails to not fall, I started thinking. I stopped trying
to reset this sadness that was driving me crazy, coming to a realization.
They were right after all. And I was wrong.

_______________________________________________

I ran back to the office, my tears drying from the wind. I knew
what I had to do. I got in my car to go home, where I would end things,
once and for all. It was dawn and the streets were empty. The crows
cawed, lights flickered, the sun started to rise once more, and the wind
gently guided me.
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As I pulled into the driveway, I prepared myself mentally.
After getting out of my car, I walked towards the house and put my
thumb to the doorknob, opening it.

Down the hall I went, entering the kitchen. Pulling on the
leftmost drawer on the right cabinet, I found the strength I would need
to carry out what needed to be done. I gripped the knife with my left
hand, before realizing the counter would get messy. Quickly running
to the bathroom to grab a towel, I returned to the kitchen. I laid the
towel on the counter, setting my hand face down on it. I took a deep
breath, and took the knife, pointing it towards my sin.

Slash.

My thumb flew, bouncing once before coming to a stop. It
was over. With the power having been sealed, I felt relief. I wrapped
my thumb with the towel, which had been drowned in blood. It hurt,
but my resolve was stronger than that. My vision was starting to turn
blurry as my body started shutting down. Quickly I pulled my phone
out to call 911, ruining my clothes in the process.

“Help,” I croaked as soon as I heard them pick up.

“This is what I should have done all along,” I thought as my
knees buckled and mind went blank.
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Prince of the Sun by Eunhoo Park
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Birthday
by Ewon Vanya Kim

Get me a laptop cover
Get me an Airpod case
Get me a wallet with a pocket for coins

Get me some NCT merchandise
Maybe their new CD album
Or their recent photobook
But I’ll like it the most if you lay the boys in front of my eyes

Get me extra storage for my phone
So that I don’t have to delete an old photo for every new one
Get me an unlimited data plan
So that I can start a call with Chloe
Instead of waiting for her to call me every time
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Get me a society where people are not graded based on
Their personal essays
Their number of awards
Their hours of community service
Their GPA

But if I must live here
Get me an acceptance letter to my dream school
And make my mom proud
To answer other mothers asking
Which school did your daughter go to?
But before that, get me the will to resist my inclination to procrastinate
‘Cuz every time I sit in front of my laptop
I drag my cursor to the red Tube You can never escape from
I guess if you get me that
You won’t need to get me a pill that keeps me awake during classes
After having four hours of sleep the night before
From 12:30 to 4:30

But if I have to choose one out of all
Get me someone who can put a big comma
After the long sentence that I have been writing
Someone who can press my pause button
Or make me disappear altogether
Get me someone who I can cry in front of
And not feel sorry about making them watch my sorrow
Someone who rather pats my back
For more tears to fall
Get me someone who would walk with me no matter how slow I am
Who assures me that I don’t have to be the brightest star
Someone who tells me that
I have done well so far
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Memories in Korea by Martina Vilar
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Neptune Dreams
by Danielle Church

Prologue
The crackles from the stove, the scent of baking bread, and the
whistling of the tea kettle in the scullery pervaded the house and could
be heard even in the sitting room, where a square patch of twilight
lit the oatmeal-colored carpet with an apricot glow. The dying light
of the saffron sun highlighted the gilded edges of the furniture, the
fraying strings of a white macramé hanging from a rusty nail on the
wood-planked wall, and a forest of ebony black curls, belonging to a
boy focused on his work. Perched on his knees, scraped elbows on an
occasional table, the boy scribbled furiously on a sheet of parchment,
drawing what appeared to be a senescent wizard flaunting an ornatelycarved crystal ball in his tightly-gloved hands, blurred slightly by
graphite smudges.
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“So that’s where yeh ran off to. I was a’ wonderin’ why the
house was so darn quiet.”

The child’s spine froze rock-solid and his head snapped up
before relaxing into a peeved but comfortable position. “How many
times do I have to tell you, Mr. Timbo sir? Don’t do that. You scared
the daylights out of me.”

Timbo smiled, leaning against the doorframe for support.
The fading sunlight did nothing to hide his mussed appearance—if
anything, it accentuated everything about him: his unkempt, lintcolored beard with a skunk-white stripe running through it; his
bleached cloth apron tied around his waist; his soaked linen tunic with
its collar unbuttoned; and his khaki trousers coated in baking powder.

“I betcha don’t like it because it’s hard for yeh to predict me
comin’, eh?”

“Well, it’s not like I can control it,” the boy said dully. He
emphatically swept his tousled bangs aside, revealing a sapphire-blue
trident, seemingly tattooed on his forehead. “But yeah, the visions are
becoming more and more frequent. It’s getting harder to hide it.”

Wincing from the pain of elderly mobility, Timbo shuffled
forward and bent to sit down on the floor next to the table, emitting
a disconcerting crack of the knees and a whiff of garlic. “Yeh drew a
fort’ne-teller,” Timbo observed, studying the boy’s parchment. “Was
that a conscious decision?”
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The kid didn’t answer Timbo’s question. Instead, he draped
himself melodramatically over the table. “I just don’t understand,
Timbo sir. Why do I have this power? Why can’t I be like the others?

“Why does magic have to be so forbidden?”

“We can’t help not bein’ like the others, Jervis.” Timbo
pointedly tipped his head back to expose a golden scythe, similarly
tattooed but on his jugular notch. “As long as them Valcourt Elders are
in control, arcane magic is’a outlawed but the technological variation
of it will live on.”

Jervis nodded in glum agreement. His peers weren’t even
double digits, but already they showed signs of what type of Weaver
they’ll grow up to be. Similarly, Jervis also began to notice his abilities,
slowly but surely developing. But unlike his classmates, he hid his gift,
pretending to be a late-bloomer and, when he’s older, powerless.

Because he wasn’t a Weaver; he was a pure magic-user through
and through.

And if the wrong person found out, he’d be executed.

Jervis screwed his face up, blazing blue eyes burning with
frustration. “I just wish the world wasn’t like this. Why can’t magic
and technology get along?”

Timbo let out a long-suffering sigh. This wasn’t the first
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time Jervis asked this question and it certainly wouldn’t be the last.
“Because of the Equilibrium Principle, Jervis. Ideally, everything
should be in perfect harmony, one not bigger or better than the other.
Workin’ together and expandin’ the horizons of possibilities.” Timbo
rubbed his temples. “But this ain’t a perfect world—no world ever is.
A world either has magic or technology as its dominant function. And
our world abandoned magic a long time ago.”

“But it hadn’t,” Jervis retorted. “Why else would magic still
exist? Why else would we have these marks and these…” Jervis
gesticulated wildly, “...abilities?”

Timbo threw his hands up. “Bless yer heart, child—just how
old do yeh think I am? I dunno everything.”

Jervis furrowed his brow. He always asked the same question,
and he always got the same answer, the answer that led nowhere. Why
couldn’t his powers at least shed light on why the Valcourt Elders hate
magic so much? Why couldn’t he be a Weaver like everyone else?

Why did he have to ask why so much?

Jervis closed his eyes.

A peculiar mix of sophisticated metropolis and medieval town,
Valcourt’s capital city, Vierfort, was choked with people mingling,
doing errands—and, most of all, flaunting their powers with an almost
shameless fervor. Teenage Conductors were busy outdoing each other,
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trying to obnoxiously brighten a florist’s sun-imitating lightbulb
before getting whacked by a top-heavy, fed-up Vemnalia, spike-lined
jaws snapping and burnt leaves curling with smoke. Across the road,
a frowning Telumkine in his workshop placed calloused palms on a
block of iron, delivered to him by his Ore supplier, tasked with making
sword bullets for the local militia. An Ani-woman burst into a fit of
riotous laughter as her Timtel friend cursed, clawing the now-alive
clockwork monkey off her face.

None of them really noticed the hooded man weaving through
the congested streets and slinking down alleyways like a slippery
shadow. This, he considered, was a blessing. If they knew what he was
posing as, they’d beat him up for the pleasure of it. If they knew what
he really was, they’d denounce him in front of the Elders. The figure
just avoided confrontation, wincing as he passed each computer,
each phone, each tablet he encountered. He had a natural aversion
to machinery and for good reason. Every device radiated something
virulent and nameless, a disjointed clashing of the new with the old.

None of the Weavers could feel it. If anything, they were
energized by it.

That wasn’t the case for Mages—technology burned their soul
and fried their brain.

Okay, that may be an exaggeration, but to Jervis, it wasn’t.
Sure, he’d grown used to it as all Mages in hiding had to. But still! At
best, it just didn’t make him skip around the room with joy. At worst,
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he’d get a splitting headache, bordering on a migraine. This was why
he lived outside of the city, near the mountains, a couple hills away
from Valcourt Falls. He didn’t go into Vierfort or Thornfall or Bugroña
or any other populated city unless he had an appointment.

An extremely important one at that.

Throwing back his cloak hood to see better, Jervis squinted
at his final destination: a Tudor-inspired restaurant that was made of
steel bricks instead of wattle and bordered with faux onyx instead of
lumber. A creaky sign labeled this eyesore as the Dead Hazelwood.
Ironic considering that there probably wasn’t even a splinter of wood
in the entire building.

When he was a kid, Jervis wondered why Timbo didn’t live
near town and hated how he had to wake up earlier than his classmates
just to get to school on time. But now he knew.

This hoity-toity, sci-fi society was a joke.

Sighing, Jervis fished out a slip of crumpled paper—yep, this
was the place all right.

He shoved the note back into his pocket and pushed open the
door, only to be assaulted by dozens of phones connecting to WiFi
or wireless devices. It seemed surreal that almost nobody else was
severely impacted by this unnatural radiation.

40

Jervis finally surrendered. He decisively unclipped a pair of
tinted spectacles from his sweater vest collar and placed them on
his nose bridge. It was a gift from one of Timbo’s friends on Jervis’
twentieth birthday, the mark of adulthood in Valcourt—these glasses
helped dim the nauseating repercussions of tech radiation.

It had the effect of an instantaneous pain-killer.

Satisfied, Jervis threw his hood over his head.

Again, nobody noticed him as he made his way towards a
certain corner of the restaurant. Everyone was busy using their talents.
Profilers, out of sheer boredom, started tapping at the air, organizing
information on a holographic screen, in a language that only they could
read. A hooded fogey, decades past his prime, flashed irritated looks
at some Simoldens, who were debating heatedly on the ethical uses
of hyper-realistic simulations to conduct psychological experiments
concerning the human encephalon. Or something of the sort—Jervis
wasn’t really paying attention. He was focusing on a particular table,
where his three friends since adolescence were waiting for him.

“You better have a good reason to meet here of all places,”
Jervis growled, slamming the note on the table. “I hate being around
so many people.”

A disbelieving snort.

It came from a young man with an auburn mane and oddly
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dressed in a burgundy suit with a silk tie darker than Jervis’ hair.
“You poor, anti-social soul. Grab a chair and sit down already—food’s
coming.”

Jervis obliged and sat down on the last available stool.

He couldn’t help but stare at his friend’s formal get-up.

The redhead smirked. “My brother is having a birthday ball
later this evening. And I have to go. Because Jasper bribed me to.”

That makes more sense, Jervis mused. Euan never wears ties
if he can avoid it.

“Oh yeah, and what did he bribe you with?” sniggered the guy
on Euan’s other side. “Chocolate?”

Euan clicked his fingers. “Good one, Finnian! I’ll ask him that
the next time this kind of thing happens. But no—Jasper promised
that he’d do all the dishes and take out the trash this week if I attended
Alistair’s ball. I only agreed to it when he added that he’ll also vacuum
the house.”

“Why is Jasper so desperate for you to attend a dance?”
sniggered Finnian, pushing back navy bangs. “Does he want to have
some time away from your chatterbox mouth?”

Euan shrugged. “It’s probably because I didn’t attend my
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brother’s wedding, and Jazz wants to watch the world burn.”

Finnian gawked and, without looking, elbowed the last friend
next to him who was starting to doze. “Dustin, bro, wake up! Did you
catch that?”

“Mmmm?” Dustin opened an eye, iris a pastel shade of lavender
purple. “Oh, Euan not attending his brother’s wedding? Yeah, Euan
told me ages ago. Got the stomach flu—or he said he did.”

Euan scowled, crossing his arms defensively. “Look, I don’t
like my older brother, okay? I don’t know anyone who genuinely likes
him. Well, other than his wife. But that’s an isolated case.”

“Speaking of wives,” Dustin yawned, “how’s Khloe doing, Jervis?”

Surprised that they remembered he joined their table, Jervis
sighed. “She’s doing fine—she actually just got back from the hospital
last week. Khloe is incredibly tired; thank goodness our baby daughter
doesn’t cry that much.”

“Oh yeah, I was meaning to ask you about that!” Euan chirped. “Your
daughter, what’s her name?”

Before Jervis could answer, mechanical drones holding plates of pork
and mugs of mead descended onto their tables like alien spaceships.
Finnian snatched a plate. “Perfect, I’m starving.”
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“Alright, alright, slow your horses,” Dustin murmured,
steadying Finnian’s hands. “I think it’s high time we start talking
about the...Second Bible.” He looked knowingly at Jervis who snapped
to attention. “Last night, I was knee-deep in the library’s archives, and
I found something that could be of interest to us. Potentially, a clue to
a clue.”

With a dramatic flourish, Dustin whipped out a tea-stained
piece of parchment. Stuffing in three bites of pork, Finnian leaned
over. “Dat lucks lick one of Jurves’ jawings.”

“Well, don’t get food all over it!” Euan groaned, shoving
Finnian away.
Jervis gently took the parchment into his hands and studied it closely.
What he saw made him exhale sharply. Because it did look like
something he drew.

The drawing? It was of an old wizard holding a crystal ball in
his gloved hands.

Jervis dimly remembered seeing this in one of his visions back
when he was a child and trying to replicate it on paper. He saw how
close he was when he redrew it from memory, but he didn’t include all
the details.

The copy in his hands had the same person as the one he
drew—it was the orb that caught his eye. Jervis just remembered
seeing water in the crystal ball so his little kid self drew squiggly waves
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to capture that. But the real thing, if this parchment was to be trusted,
had a picture of a strangely familiar waterfall. A random splotch of ink
in the middle of the waterfall caught his eye.

“Do you recognize this drawing?”

Jervis inclined his head, barely acknowledging Dustin’s query.
It seemed that the random splotch of ink wasn’t a mistake but rather a
symbol of some kind.

Dustin grinned. “Knew you would.” He switched his violet gaze
to Euan and Finnian. “That little symbol is the next symbol in line for
the—” Dustin mouthed: “Arcane Code.”

Jervis’ friends, all secretly Mages, had devoted their lives
to finding the Arcane Code, the text that held the secrets to all of
magic and technology and—possibly—the key to keeping both forces
balanced.

Timbo once said the Arcane Code was created long ago, back
when civilizations lived on each planet of the universe—Mercury,
Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and even little
Pluto. They all used to be inhabitable, until the Tarquits, creatures
from a distant, dying galaxy, drained all the oxygen, the water, and
everything they needed to prolong their existence from eight of the
planets. They even tried to steal the Arcane Code, having seen our
powers and wanting them for themselves. “By trying to extend their
universe’s life, the Tarquits shortened ours,” Timbo had insisted to
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little Jervis. “It’s why we’re all doomed to die on this rock and not
anywhere else. It’s something you must understand.”

Even after all these years, Jervis still doesn’t know what Timbo
meant. But he does know that the remaining survivors fended off the
invaders and fled to Earth, the only planet that could still hold life. The
sudden change in environment forced each society to adapt—magic
became obsolete and became less and less common.

Earth used to have seven separate bodies of land—continents,
according to the history books. Well, not anymore. They’ve now
combined into one supercontinent: Valcourt, a world where magic is
a taboo that brings up the suffering our ancestors felt and Mages were
condemned.

The only way out was to find the Arcane Code.

That was easier said than done. Everyone knew how the planet
symbols would act as bread crumbs, directing seekers to the Arcane
Code—the closer towards the edge of the Solar System, the closer they
were to the answer.

But ever since the Great Planetary Migration, planet symbols
were everywhere, on shop windows and on holographic screen
advertisements. It was only after extensive research did Jervis and his
friends found out which ones to focus on.

The planet symbols to track down the Arcane Code were
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transcribed long before the other planets became uninhabitable. In
other words, they had to focus on the oldest ones.

All these years, they hunted for these symbols, going through
the daily motions at work while spurring onto something that was
bigger than themselves. It’d been months since they found a new
symbol, and they were starting to lose hope.

But here was the Neptune symbol, carefully scrawled on a
piece of parchment that dated countless eons ago.

“Good work, Dustin,” Jervis said, handing the parchment to
Euan. “It’s the penultimate clue—soon, we’ll find it...for real.”

Cheered by this, everyone started happily on their food (except
for Finnian who already ate his and was trying to steal some morsels
from Dustin). It was funny, really, how nobody really noticed them.

Because this time, someone had noticed them. Not only that,
they overheard the conversation and knew what it was about.

And none of them noticed.

A barn owl hooted under the velvet-purple sky, tinged strawberry
pink

around where the sun was setting. The woods started to settle

down as night rolled in: the cicadas stopped chittering, the robins
stopped twittering, and the wolverines retreated to their caves.
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And Jervis was just a few steps away from plummeting down a
waterfall.

To be more specific, he was on a boulder, waiting for his friends
and gazing at the majestic, sylvan scenery before him. The wind blew
back his inky ringlets and made his eyes water before it subsided to
a light breeze. Jervis didn’t mind. He was too busy appreciating how
big and bucolic Valcourt was, especially at night when most people
weren’t up and about. Yes, the mountains were quite comical—they
looked like piles of cooked broccoli. But with the moon casting a silver
light on the tops of the leaves, the hills looked rather majestic.

At the same time, while admiring the broad expanse that was
Valcourt, he also felt tiny, just another human on an island so big that
it’s considered a supercontinent. He was at the brink of the infinitely
large and the infinitely small, and that took his breath away.

“Beautiful, isn’t she?” Finnian sighed, boots crunching rock as
he stood next to Jervis.

“She is,” Jervis murmured. “It makes one stop and think. We
take so much for granted but life never gives any guarantees that all
this will last.”

Dustin dropped down on Jervis’ other side. “That’s rather
poetic.”

“You think all that’s a sight? Take a look at me then.”
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Synchronized, the group turned to look at their last member
and recoiled in shock.

“Euan, what happened to your face?” Dustin gawked.

“I hate Alistair,” Euan said calmly, “and the feeling is mutual.”

“You have a freaking black eye!” Finnian cursed. “How did
that happen?”

Euan popped his collar as another gust of wind hurtled towards
them. Once the wind died down, Euan sauntered over to Jervis’ boulder
and collapsed on it. “I’d rather not talk about it. But I can tell you, his
android guards have mean punches. Alistair’s wife helped settle things
down. At least, I got to meet my nephew for the first time. Kid was only
two years-old and he already took a liking to me.”

“That kid probably isn’t very smart,” Finnian cracked.

Euan smacked him. “On the contrary, the boy already speaks
in full sentences. Short, I grant you, but grammatically correct.”

“What do you reckon?” Jervis asked quietly, still gazing at the
scenery. “Where do you think the next clue is?”

The mood shifted from playful to sober. The men solemnly
contemplated the gushing waterfall, the famous Valcourt Falls,
pouring itself into the Allerstall Lake.
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“I don’t understand how something can be in a waterfall,”
Finnian mused, craning his neck.

“Maybe behind the waterfall?” Euan shrugged.

“I’m more interested in how we get there.” Dustin shook his head.
“There’s no way am I going to fly all the way through that wall of water.”

“I’m sorry, can you please repeat that?”

Everybody stiffened, because that voice didn’t belong to any
of them. The men turned towards the trees and felt their guts clench
as three hooded figures approached them, the leader holding a dagger
and two followers trailing behind, holding crossbows. They stopped
a few paces away from the young men and slowly pulled their hoods
back, revealing tumbling gray beards and balding scalps.

“Last time I checked,” the speaker continued, gripping his
dagger, “levitation was a Mage power.”

“Of all the cruddy luck!” Euan moaned. “How did you find us here?”

The Valcourt Elders in their silver cloaks smiled imperceptibly.
“You should be more careful where you talk about your secrets,”
the leader said casually. He jerked his head to the Elder on his left.
“Henrimax, here, happened to also be in the Dead Hazelwood earlier
today and overheard your conversation.”
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“But how?” Finnian blanched. “We made sure to speak in code
so nobody would understand.”

“There is this thing that the people call Info Profiling,” the
main Elder said dryly. “Despite whatever silly little-kid codes you
came up with, Henrimax was able to decipher them. Honestly, you
guys are amateurs.”

“But that’s impossible!” Dustin exclaimed. “You can’t Profile a
living being; only inanimate objects can be analyzed!”

“My, my, my, you are young,” Henrimax chuckled. “How
else could the Valcourt Elders become so powerful and hold so much
influence? Just because you’ve never heard of something doesn’t make
it impossible.”

“Sadly, we heard a lot of stuff like this.” The leader’s piercing
gray eyes slid from Mage to Mage. “People, especially Mages, poking
their noses into places where they don’t belong.”

“Ivan’s right,” Henrimax affirmed. “We can’t have you
meddling in things that shouldn’t be meddled in.”

During the entire conversation, Jervis was stiffer than stone.
Now, he could feel a secret understanding bubbling up inside of him—
not a vision but an intuition. Resignation coursed through him, freeing
his limbs from his shock. “What have you got against magic?” Jervis
said thickly. “Are you afraid that magic can overpower you? Bring
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on another Migration—but this time to another universe rather than
another planet?”

“You don’t understand how bad it was,” Ivan snapped, waving
his dagger. “Whole civilizations collapsed. Speeding up the bomb
timer that is our universe. All because the Tarquits wanted our magic!
As long as we don’t have the Arcane Code, we’re safe. We implore you
to stop your searching.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Euan snapped. “You don’t know
what it’s like being powerless, fearing for our lives, never able to trust
anyone. We want to find something that could help everybody so
nobody would ever have to go through what we went through. So what
if some bozo aliens come after us? We’d be in it together.”

Ivan shook his head at the man’s stubbornness. “Your brother
may be the head of the most powerful tech company in the world but
that won’t save you from facing the consequences.”

Euan gagged. “Ew, don’t even lump me in the same group as him.”

Jervis folded his arms. “You won’t let us leave this place alive.”
It was more of a statement than a question.

Henrimax raised a salt-and-pepper eyebrow. “Clever. What do
you reckon, Ivan? A Neptune Mage?”

“Definitely. That purple-eyed one with the puke green hair is a
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Jupiter Mage if my memory serves me right.”

Dustin glared indignantly. “Hey, my hair is dark olive, not
neon barf.”

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Finnian growled. “Finding the
Arcane Code, yes. Being stabbed by three crazy geezers in the middle
of the night, no.”

“You already signed up for the possibility of resistance as
soon as you started looking for the Arcane Code. And that resistance
includes potential death.” Ivan gestured at the men with his dagger.
“Kill them.”

It was so quick that they didn’t even have time to activate their
powers.
Before the firing of the crossbows and the slashing of the blade, there
were seven men on that mountain, standing next to Valcourt Falls.

Now there were three.

Ivan sniffed, wiping Jervis’ blood on the blades of grass.
“Gaddick, Henrimax? Contact a local gravedigger’s guild, will you?
Coldvale, preferably. They know how to keep their mouths shut.”

“Yes, Ivan.”

As the two men retreated into the woods, the main Elder put
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a hand on Jervis’ cheek, who was on the brink of death and barely
hanging on. “I had my eyes on your family for quite a while, Jervis.”
Ivan leaned closer to press his lips against Jervis’ ear. “Let’s hope they
aren’t Mages as well.”

That was when Jervis heard no more.
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Peace and Chaos
by Sabe Cruz Rivera

They are like yin and yang
Swimming in a pool of balance;
One an angel of tranquility and
The other a demon of havoc.
Stories of the two but none make sense to me.
Fairy tales mostly
Talk about a beautiful gentle lady named Yasu
And a sadistic psychotic lord named Azazel.
Both of them pissed off a god.
Their curse was to be together forever
As the god and goddess, they seem to represent.
People say something about
Yasu’s soft honey eyes keep Azazel’s sharp teeth
Away from penetrating the world’s bubble.
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Azazel is depicted as stronger than peace.
In the art of Lady Yasu and Lord Azazel
It is shown that Yasu is nothing more than
A stubborn dog to Azazel.
It shows if the world is shifted towards peace
Azazel yanks back the world to order.
Or more towards chaos which then Yasu will
Restore the world to its order.
But that is something the cultists of chaos say.
While the monks of Yasu say
She brings out light and kindness
From Azazel; which in my opinion makes sense.
It’s the only reason the world isn’t destroyed
I suppose you can say
They rely on each other.
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Broken Time
by Clara An

The sandy breeze stung my eyelids. It was so bright that I
couldn’t open my eyes properly. I scanned with my eyes and the only
thing I saw was flatness and sepia tone sand. I was in a desert. There
was one bottle of water and a gun right next to me. The water seemed
insufficient for my surroundings. I grabbed the gun and put it in my
pocket and my next thought was Where am I?

I couldn’t remember my name or my age. I started to look
around to find someone to get help. Suddenly, I saw a young man lying
on the ground behind me. His eyes were open but they weren’t looking
at anything. His body and face were pale, and his skin was peeling. He
also had one bottle of water and a gun next to him. I walked over to the
man and checked for a pulse. There was no pulse. His body gave me a
bad feeling; worry took over. I noticed he had a weird sentence on his
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wrist. It said “ןבעל נבַיילב טשינ טעוו ריא.”

“What the heck does this mean?”

As soon as I read the words, I felt the ground shaking. My
knees locked, desperately trying to stay in place. I looked up and saw
thousands of people running towards me. I jumped up and started to
run, but then, I felt the ground underneath me disappear. I fell into a
big hole.

I landed softly in a dimly lit interior; I could barely see
anything. There was a cave-looking castle two meters in front of me.

` “Hello? Anyone there?” I shouted. The only thing I could hear was
my voice echoing.

I saw a small light slowly floating, getting closer and closer to
me. The light came out from the slightly open door. The light grew
bigger and bigger. Someone was wearing a black cloak, a mask and
holding a candle. His sparse eyebrows exaggerated his inky black eyes.
He gave me a purple drink and told me to drink it.

“No, thank you.” As soon as I said that, he pulled a gun out and
put it against my head. I quickly drank all of the purple liquid. It tasted
strangely good, like a grape drink. He took the empty cup and went
inside the castle.

I opened the gigantic door. I walked into the castle and I saw
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the young man again who was now standing in front of me. He stepped
towards me and suddenly he started to look for something on my arms.
He found that I had the same sentence on my wrist. He told me that it
meant: “you won’t be able to survive.” I started to panic. I didn’t want
to die. How did I get here? All I wanted to do was go back home even
though I couldn’t remember where I lived. My body started to sweat as
I desperately tried to remember.

“Did you drink the purple juice from a man in a black cloak?”
the young man asked me.

“Yes, I drank all of it. It was sweet, but now my stomach hurts.”
He looked at me with strange eyes. “Now there are 3 microchips inside
your body that are going to explode every hour, one by one”.
“How?” I asked him.

“You’ll see what happens after an hour. I think you’re in the
same situation as me. Let’s get out of here together,” said the young
man.

I asked myself if I could trust him, but he looked nice and he
was also very good-looking. He said that we had to find a big portal.
While we were going to the portal he told me that he had been stuck
in this castle for 3 years so he memorized all the structures of the
castle. We walked through a big hallway and finally, we could find the
portal. He went to the portal and said “ ’’ןבעל נבַיילב טשינ טעוו ריאand we
immediately sucked into the portal.
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I came out of the portal and I was in an empty room. I felt very
dizzy. The only thing I could hear was the clock ticking. TICK TOCK
TICK TOCK. The ticking got faster and faster. BOOM! With that loud
explosion, the whole room turned red. I saw my arms on the ground.
My bones had broken. I was so horrified, I couldn’t even scream.

I zoned out for few minutes. Someone knocked on the door.
Five people came into the room and surrounded me. They all looked
exactly the same. I asked them how to get out of the castle. They
didn’t answer my question and chanted: “Daeh daeh daeh daeh daeh
h..e...a...d head.” Then the people disappeared before I could hear what
they had said at the end. As soon as those people disappeared, one side
of the wall opened, and I saw the young man standing there. I was
glad that I wasn’t alone anymore. As I approached him, he whipped
out a gun and shot me in the head. The bullet went straight into my
forehead--I could feel the blood coming out of my head as I fell to the
floor. I slowly closed my eyes.

Bright sunshine made me open my eyes. I had one bottle of
water and a gun next to me. I couldn’t remember my name or my age-the only thing I remembered was “purple drink.” I walked around
the desert and I saw a young girl who seemed dead. She had a strange
sentence on her wrist. “ןבעל נבַיילב טשינ טעוו ריא.” the ground started to
shake and thousands of people were running towards me. I fell into
a big hole. I was in a huge castle. A person who was wearing a black
cloak and a mask gave me a purple drink. I felt like I shouldn’t drink
it. I pretended to drink and waited for the man to leave. But for some
reason, he didn’t leave. So I spat out the drink and quickly took my gun
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out and shot him.

“What do I do now?” I didn’t go into the castle. I just stayed
outside for a long time before falling asleep next to the dead person.

Hot air woke me up, with one bottle of water and a gun right
next to me.
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It’s Time to Change
by Nikita Lysenko

Should people live in poverty, stress, and sadness?
Or should they arise,
Against the evil madness,
Where government and corporations came together to a surprise
And now they control the finance, the military, and all big businesses.
But how did it all start?
Let’s go back in time and openly discuss,
The circumstances of the past
The life of the nineties, pretty fast,
The union had fallen and into the spot, quickly, the new power falls in.
Where people greeted and treated the saviors with joy,
Who had successfully crushed the time of the nineties.
Where gangs and mafia had a monopoly, control,
Over guns, drugs, law courts, and even the government,
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Where sudden deaths were no surprise,
Where it was normal and okay, to die or disappear in the middle of
the day.
The countries heroes had arrived,
Who executed all the criminals,
And saved the country from absolute collapse and chaos, calling
themselves a miracle.

But there was one major thing that no one saw:
The criminals never went away.
The old criminals were now replaced
by the new ones and with no grace,
They came together and ruled and ruled forever
With a little change
That now the new ones, control the government with no endeavor
To improve or in any way help the people to whom they lied, saying
“whatever”.
And now the group of criminals that came together,
with the money that they robbed, created a society,
A government in which they rob and keep on robbing more than
anyone had ever done.
They keep on robbing, killing, poisoning the people who at any point
said something that they weren’t pleased about.
So now the people have no right, no voice, no choice nor judgment.
They can only live the way there are told
And ask for no politeness.

As the head of this cruel system propagandizes,
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There is democracy in a country full of bureaucracy.
Who doesn’t care what reputation he will leave,
Or in what way people will remember him,
He lives by an old fashion way, that states
“Life is in the here and now. Either we meet it, we live it-or we miss it.”
Repeating this quote to himself every day,
He now lives better than any other man,
But you can’t compare this rogue to any other businessman.
If modern businessmen are honest and have some sort of conscience
Where the abhorrent thief has neither that nor signs of humanity as a
democrat,
but in fact, comprehend with the ability, to suppress his opponents
with brutality.
Where helping others isn’t in his capability, how on the other hand
reliance,
peace and endowment, are the words that illustrate the modern
millionaires,
Where they donate their millions to people in need and benefit the
universal education.

So now it is time to come together.
The power of the government reached its highest capabilities,
It is time for all to unite
And rebel against the corrupt hostilities.
To rebel and go out to participate in rallies.
The biggest fear that people like him have
Is the fear of mass rallies
Fear of losing the trust of the people,
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Fear of the outside countries and their actions,
Fear of losing everything, so that’s why he will try to hold onto the
power even tighter.
But we aren’t going to fear, we have our own opinions, beliefs, and
braveness.
No matter what those heartless protectors of the criminals,
That hide under armor, masks, and helmets, do to us,
We will stand strong,
We will fight for our future ,
And for the future of our next generations.
We can do this,
But only if we stay together.
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Evacuation
by Youseung Kim

We have to evacuate,
Nearing our house is a devastating fire.
Orange and red sear through the thick forest,
Sky-piercing trees come crashing down.
Grasses in the ground scorch into ashes,
All the dense shrubbery, engulfed and demolished.
And our cozy cabin is soon to be in the mix,
I need to grab my things, we’re departing soon.

We’re getting ready to move out,
Time is of the essence.
The danger is getting closer and closer
I don’t want to leave anything behind,
But we all make tough sacrifices.
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Mom and dad have to leave things too,
None of us can take everything.
It is all coming too quickly
And we really need to evacuate.

I have to get ready to leave now
I look at all the things in my bedroom,
A memory-filled room with a warm green wallpaper
that will be burned to the ground soon.
I grab my suitcase and my backpack,
My phone and laptop, and my favorite stuffed animal.
But when I look at my bookcase,
Sadness and despair fill me.

Hundreds of books
Neatly lined up on the wall-covering shelf,
Every single book here
Is filled with their own special memories
Frustration and panic fills me,
Even if I haven’t read some of them in a while
I don’t want to lose any of them,
My heart is shaking
I’m freezing up
I don’t know what to do.
I wish the fires had never gotten close to our home,
So I wouldn’t have to lose any of my precious books.

My parents dash in, panicked and scared,
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We’re leaving now,
My tears drip down as I grab my books,
As many as I can,
Shoving them into my bag,
My head is ringing
My vision is blurry
I can’t even see
what books I grabbed,
Everything’s way too fast,
I feel like I’m being dragged away,
The countless books that I left behind
disappear from my sight.
...
We have successfully evacuated,
My family is safe, we’re at my grandma’s house
But all I can think about
Is that our house isn’t safe,
It’s burning down,
All of my books only fueling the spread
All of our family’s memories,
Lost in the wake of the flame.
So much left behind.

As time goes by
I realize that I need to stop these feelings of despair,
So I take a look at all of the books I saved,
I know that I love all of them
I decide to forget all that I have lost
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I can’t change the past
Dwelling on the past only hurts me.

While picking up a book
I remember that there is a lesson to be learned,
With every single tragedy
I flip the pages of my book
And block out any negative thoughts
I shouldn’t think about the things I have left behind,
But rather about the things I still have with me.
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Home
by Anna Schier

“Is Chester home?”

“No.”

“Ah, sorry.”

The man set his cup down harder than intended. The amber
liquid sloshed into the tablecloth and ceramic’s chink against the
saucer made his guest stiffen. The man wiped his nose on the back of
his hand.

“He’ll be back at the end of the month. I’d have him here
sooner, but it’s not my decision.”
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“I’m sorry.” The man’s guest didn’t sound apologetic, but
wasn’t ungracious, either.

“It’s alright.”

There was an awkward pause. The woman opposite him
gazed absentmindedly out of the dirt-flecked windows and shifted
uncomfortably in the lumpy armchair. She had a tight and rigid way
of sitting, one leg folded carefully over the other beneath her sensible
skirt. Her mouth twitched as she gazed past the glass, evidently
struggling to find the right words to say.

“I’ll try to make this brief, Edmond, as I’ve always done.”

There it was.

“Of course.” It was the man’s turn to shift uncomfortably in his
seat. He knew what was coming next. He’d delayed this conversation
too many times, always hiding behind the burden of Chester’s ever
increasing medical bills, or feigning business out of town, but when
she’d arrived unannounced on his doorstep, he knew there was no
chance of avoiding the matter at hand.

“You’ve not paid rent in six months.”

Edmond cleared his throat, as though that alone constituted
an appropriate response. The woman continued.
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“I understand you’re facing certain-” Her eyes flickered at the
window unconsciously, “- financial difficulties. But this can’t go on.
Other people have financial responsibilities, too.” She neglected to
elaborate further. The man pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket
and wiped his forehead.

“I-”

“Now,” The woman continued and Edmond fell silent. “I hate
to be overly blunt, but have you considered relocating?”

“I’ve considered it, but there’s nowhere else I could go and still
be near enough to Chester.”

“Hound’s Lot is just past the park, it’s thought to be very upand-coming.”

“It’s a dump that’s eighteen minutes away-”

“Ten minutes by car-”

“I’ve not got a car.” Edmond wiped his forehead again. The
woman’s face was remarkably unabashed.

“And business is slow?”

“That’s one word for it.”
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The woman settled back in the chair, her eyes now sweeping
the rest of the cramped sitting room. The armchairs took up most of the
tight space and faced the apricot curtains and smudged windows that
looked out onto an equally cramped front flower bed, a mere square
of dried dirt and trampled leaves bordered by a peeling iron fence.
Behind them sat an old end table, covered in a thin layer of crumpled
petals from the drying jar of roses atop it.

“I’ll pay back the rent, I will.”

“Yes, but this isn’t simply a matter of rent.” The woman glanced
at the exposed bulb above them, a dusty yellow light protruding from
the cracked ceiling, and shuddered. “The fact of the matter is that this
house is also descending into ruins. If it were up to me, I’d demolish
the lot and build up something more modern.”

“I just need more time.” The man’s voice was strained.

“Time is the opposite of what this situation needs. The more
time that passes, the more debt you accrue.” The woman inhaled and
let out her breath slowly and deliberately. “I’ve been understanding,
Edmond, I do believe that. But for half a year, you’ve been living here
for free, and it cannot go on. I’ll continue to think on the best way
to progress from this situation, and I ask that you do the same.” She
edged her way to the front door and peered back at the man. “Consider
Hound’s Lot, Edmond, at least walk through the neighbourhood. Or
perhaps consider relocating Chester to a smaller institution? I hate to
say it, but I doubt he’d notice, anyway.”
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Edmond felt his cheeks burn and he couldn’t bring himself to
face the woman. He kept his eyes fixed on his knees and waved a stiff
hand in her general direction as she glided out the door.

Edmond took longer than usual to compose himself before
visiting Edmond. He’d always struggled the hour before walking into
the towering, grey building; it was the sort of place that made a person
feel very unwelcome without meaning too. It had a cold demeanour
and was filled with soft mechanical beeping sounds, though it was
never clear where exactly the sounds came from. It was awful that
Chester had to live there for weeks on end, but he received a level of
professional care that he couldn’t get at home. Edmond never knew
what to do when Chester would start shouting in the dead of night, or
ask strange questions that Edmond couldn’t think of answers to.

Edmond crossed the street at 12:45. He didn’t usually visit
on Thursdays and felt a sense of anxiety settle in the depths of his
stomach. There would be different nurses on duty today, he should
come back tomorrow. Was Thursday the day they were taken down
to the courtyard to play football? Did Chester play football? Perhaps
Thursday was the day they ate lunch early. The building drew closer
as Edmond walked slowly up the front steps. Early lunch days were
definitely Fridays. He had no reason to be anxious. He was a guardian
visiting his charge, a godfather visiting his godson, an anxious caregiver
wanting to see his boy.

The foyer was surprisingly busy on this particular Thursday.
A cluster of parents stood around the front desk, and the receptionist
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had a red rash inching up her neck and onto her hollow cheeks.

“Yes- Jerry’s on the third floor, room thirty-nine, not fiftynine… no, Mr Patel, Lizzie’s with her tutor, yes she meets with Professor
Walker every Thursday after lunch-”

Edmond’s anxiety arose once more. It would surely be best if
he left. He didn’t want to see the look on Chester’s face, anyway, when
he’d have to tell him about Hound’s Lot. Chester loved his home. It’s
why Edmond paid double for a private room; the public wards were in
the basement, but the private rooms overlooked the street. Edmond
could see Chester’s white curtains from the living room window and
stood by the door every evening at 8 pm, to watch the nurses draw the
blinds and flick the lights on. Having each other nearby was a sense
of comfort to them both, even if Chester didn’t understand it at times.
Chester’s parents had suffered an untimely death, and Chester had
been moved to the institution shortly after, so having him close was a
great sense of safety to Edmond, who loved the boy as if he were truly
his own son.

“Mr Murphy?”

Edmond had just reached the foyer’s heavy double doors.
Perhaps if he pretended not to hear, he could scramble back home,
delay the inevitable, heartbreaking conversation he’d have to conduct
with the nine year old four floors above him.

“Good Afternoon, Dr Warren.” Edmond shook hands with
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the man. Dr Warren was a foot taller than Edmond, and had thick
eyebrows that contorted as he spoke. “I was just about to leave, I don’t
want to be an inconvenience-”

“Not at all.” Dr Warren smiled obligingly. “I can take you up to
Chester’s room, if that’s why you’re here?”

The men walked up the angled stairs. Small square windows
sat above each staircase landing, overlooking the courtyard. A square
of concrete sat in the middle of the space, with cobbled pathways
surrounded it that led to various corners of the house. An old birdbath
stood abandoned in the middle of the pavement, filled with green
water. Edmond feigned interest in the largely monochromatic view as
they reached the landing of Chester’s floor.

“Chester’s

been

better,

lately.”

Dr

Warren

smiled

conversationally, looking back over his shoulder. Edmond hurried to
catch up. “I’ve only been called into his room once in the past week,
on Tuesday night, but his energy’s been low. Although his fits have
been subsiding, there’s still an anxiety there. A mental exhaustion, if
you will.” Dr Warren paused outside Chester’s room. “He sleeps a lot,
and doesn’t eat much. We were thinking of introducing him to a more
structured daily routine, to ease off the daydreams, too. That’s the real
problem here, Mr Murphy, the maladaptive daydreams. They interfere
with his awareness and his energy, you see. If we were to- but, we’ll let
you see him, before we discuss it any further.”

The door creaked open and Edmond peared in, anxiously.
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Chester was sitting cross-legged in the middle of his bed. The
afternoon sky’s pale grey light was shining through the white curtains,
and the shadows of birds flying past fell against the tiled floor. Chester
had a pale, pointed face. His deep-set eyes gazed ahead at nothing in
particular, but managed to convey an expression of immense longing
all the same, a deep aching that was only supported by his slightly
hunched shoulder and thin limbs. Edmond approached the boy
carefully, patting him gingerly on the shoulder.

“I hope this wasn’t too much of a surprise.” Chester stood
awkwardly beside the bed. “I know I usually come on Mondays, but I
wanted to see you.”

“Can I come home, now?”

“At the end of the month you’ll be back in your bedroom, don’t
worry.” Edmond shifted from one foot to the other. “You just focus on
getting better.”

“I’m not sick. I feel fine, Uncle Ed.”

“Of course you’re not sick.” Edmond said hastily. “You just
need to rest and eat-”

Edmond looked at the young boy hopefully, searching for a
hint of a smile beneath his slightly furrowed brows. He decided to
change the topic.
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“Dr Warren told me you haven’t opened the paint set. I thought
you’d like the watercolors. You could paint Kitty, although I will say,
she’s been quite mischievous lately. She clawed another hole in our
cushions- I caught her chewing the stuffing.”

Chester’s eyes had glazed over and he’d drawn his knees up to
his chest. Edmond struggled to find his next words.

“The truth is, Ches’, that I’ve had a visit from Mrs-LadyLandlord- the old woman that owns the house- and,” Edmond stared
down at the frail little body curled up on the bed sheets. “Well, actually,
I’ve been thinking we should move.”

Chester jerked upward.

“I don’t want to move.”

“Not far away, don’t worry. I thought we could move to Hound’s
Lot. Then you’d have a nice big park to walk in, when you come home
properly, and we could get Kitty a friend. Do you think she’d want a
puppy for a brother?”

“I like our home.” Chester’s voice was cracked and muffled.
“I’ve lived there my whole life, Uncle Ed. With Ma and Pa, and then
with you.”

Edmond wiped his forehead.
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“Is this another nightmare?” Edmond saw Chester’s face,
streaked with tears, through a gap in his crossed arms.

“I don’t want to upset you, Chester. We’ll think about it, ok?”
Edmond wiped his forehead again, and flipped his cap back into his
head. He could feel the corners of his mouth trembling and although
he didn’t want to leave Chester, knew he wouldn’t be able to maintain
his composure for too much longer.

Chester waited for the latch on the door to click, before rolling
under the covers. This was simply another night terror. He knew what
was really real, and this wasn’t. This couldn’t be. Chester wrenched
his eyes shut desperately. Out of the endless darkness beneath his
eyelids, colours blended together and shapes and details emerged
into focus. He saw his home, gleaming in fresh coffee-coloured paint.
He saw his two new armchairs, with a newborn Kitty curled up on
the cushion, watching the front-yard’s dancing daffodils through
the glistening glass. Surrounding the front-yard was the pearly iron
fence he’d painted with his father. Behind Kitty sat his grandmother’s
end table, with a vase of coral roses perched neatly atop it. If Chester
focused, he could smell his father’s brandy, the varnished wood of the
freshly painted stairs, his mother’s soap. He could feel Kitty’s soft fur,
the velveteen of the curtains, hear the piano being played upstairs, feel
his parents’ arms around his shoulders.

The doctor’s had tried to explain the difference between fact
and fiction, but they used long, complicated words that made Chester’s
head pound. Chester knew they were wrong, all of them. The doctor,
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the matron, the woman with the round glasses, the young man with
the briefcase, the pair in the white coats and the old lady who’d barely
taken one look at him before prescribing a very long list of medication
that Chester had refused to take. He already knew what was real and
what wasn’t. He knew that the clinical smells and harsh lights around
him, the old witch that was trying to take his house, Hound’s Lot- this
was all just an awful nightmare. He knew that he was really at peace
when he was shut away in his musty, quaint home, with the window
overlooking the flowerbed. That was real to him, more real than the
blank walls and empty halls around him could ever be.
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The Writer’s Sin
by Danielle Church

My knife is just the pen.
Your blood is just the ink.
And your skin is just the paper
Where I’ll write all the horrors of humanity

Slash a red ‘X’ here and a checkmark there.
Correcting mistakes as I go along.
Because we’re all mistakes, including me.
But you most of all.

Soon, angels with feathery wings will come to take you away.
Away to a place where you won’t hear anything.
It’s a pity then that my news would be the last thing you’d ever hear.
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For you’re all alone now.
Your revolution has failed.
Unless your goal was to die in a blaze of glory.
If so, then you’ve succeeded.
You always succeed.
You’re the hero after all.
Something on your side always comes miraculously
to your aid and you take the win as if you did it yourself.
And the helper doesn’t mind as long as the hero knows it.

But not this time; there’s no helper now.
No magic party tricks, no wizard, no loyal creature—
Nothing.
Just you, life force draining amid the bodies of the lost.
And me, book in clean hands, waiting for me to transcribe.
Because, yes, this is a story—it’s just not like the others.
No, wait, it’s exactly like the others.
The ones nobody knows about.
The ones with no end.
The ones waiting to die along with their creator.

I smile sadly as I kneel in front of you.
Because you were my creation; I gave you life.
And I can just as easily take it away from you.

My knife at my belt twitched, eager to write again.
It’s a burden that all authors must carry at one point or another.
Some writers carry the burden of one.
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Some writers carry the burden of thousands.
But there’s a crime that’s far worse than a massacre,
than a mindless character killing spree.

I won’t kill you.
Instead, I’ll abandon this world and create another.
Just how God perhaps got tired of us and
went on to make a new world.
Yes, every now and then, He’d check on us,
for nostalgia’s sake.
But not for our sake.
He has no intention to intervene
And He probably never will.

We’re all characters of an abandoned story.
And I’ll abandon you when you need me most
—just how the Almighty may have abandoned us.
It’s hard that it has to come to this
but this is what happens when we’re at a dead end.
And you, my dear, are the end.
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Snap
by Jeannie Park

You are now in your unconscious state of mind. Go deep
into your mind and think about your past, anything. The order of
memories are going to be mixed depending on what has affected you
the most. Everything may look blurry, but it’s part of the procedure.

Snap.

*

*

*

“Mom? You came!”

“Of course, how can I miss your graduation day?” mom said.
“But aren’t you busy? What about the meeting?” I asked, shrugging
my shoulders.

91

“If you think my priority is work, nuh-uh. It’s you,” she said.

This was the part I loved about my mom. Even though we lived
under poor conditions, we gave each other enough love in return. We
were never unsatisfied with what we had, for we had each other.

Just then, everything turned pitch-black.

Snap.

*

*

*

“Hey, how much are these?”

“Nine dollars. Who are you buying it for?” the worker asked.

“Oh, it’s my mom’s birthday and I wanted to give her something
special.”

It was my first time going to a flower shop, or any shop at all.
Whatever others took for granted wasn’t obvious for me. I never had
the chance that others got, for I was not part of the lucky ones. Just
then, my phone started ringing.

“I was just about to call you mom! I bought you something
special, so don’t be surpri-”

“This is Medwin Cures... Ms.Montague was just hit by a car
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and is in a critical condition! It seems difficult to save her life, so we
need you, RIGHT NOW! Come to 300 Grattan St, Parkvil-”

Snap.

*

*

*

Everyone was wearing black.

Flowers were laid on the floor, as if the purpose of the bouquet
I bought was for a goodbye. I still can’t believe that you left me here,
all alone. I’m not so sure how I’m feeling right now, but it’s as if a part
of me has been torn away.

I wish I could have treated you better.
I wish I could’ve asked you how your day was going.
I wish I could’ve said goodbye.
I wish I could’ve made some good memories with you.
I wish you the best of all this world could wish and
I’ll miss you until we meet again.
The lights were off again.

Snap.

*

*

*

Now, this is the last memory you have left, sir.
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“Let’s go out,” mom said.

“Huh? But isn’t it too late? It’s already past midnight,” I said.

“Who cares? It’s an unplanned vacation!” she said.

We prepared a mat, some flashlights, and some comfy blankets.

“So, when are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked,
curiously.

“You’ll see.”

Not knowing where the destination was, I just followed my
mom, hiking up the dark hill.

“Here,” mom said, catching her breath.

“This is it? Were we just taking a walk?” I asked, annoyedly.

Speechlessly, she set the mat on the field of grass and laid down.

“Come,” she said.

I slowly laid down beside her, starting to get a grasp of what we
were doing. As soon as I laid down, I gasped. Above us were millions of
dazzling stars, stars that lighted up the dark night.

94

“I know for sure that you will bump into a wall someday. Since
we aren’t in the same position as others, it’s going to be extra hard
for you. Just want you to know that you don’t have to be one of those
shining stars. You can shine when you want to, you can become part of
the dark night when you want to, but you need to try as hard as you can
to live your life. Remember that I’ll be here for you everyday,” she said.

Just then, something shook inside me. Everything started
becoming blurry

sna-

“No, not this memory please… I’ll take back my decision!” I
shouted.

But sir, it’s too late. Once the procedure is started, it needs to
be finished. There’s no turning back, sir. I’m sorry...

“Nonononono…I don’t care what happens. I can keep all the
bad memories. Just please… I need to keep THIS one, I need to...”

Snap.

Put him back to his house. The procedure is done.

*

*

*

I woke up.
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I looked out the window. I saw some tar-black clouds coming
closer and closer as the small tapping on the window became heavier,
turning into a pitter-patter. It was obviously a normal rainy day with a
normal schedule and normal weather, but something felt odd. My head
was aching like crazy and it felt as if a part of me had just disappeared.
Was it just because it was raining?

I glanced at everything around the room, trying to think of
what happened last night, when I noticed something strange. In front
of me were photos I had never seen before.

When did I take that photo? Who was that woman inside those
photos?
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Red Pens
by Skylar Furuya
Inspired by JRR Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings

Quinn skipped along the path, the crumbling concrete
crunching underneath her feet. She just didn’t understand why she
had to live on her own. Why was money even a thing? As Quinn
dragged her feet, a subtle glimmer within the concrete caught her eye.
There was a small band style ring, just laying in the rubble that the
neighborhood called a sidewalk. She swooped down, picking the ring
up gingerly, being careful not to prick herself on the sharp edges of the
sidewalk. She brushed off the ring, the shine becoming significantly
more striking and bright. When she held it under the sunlight, at
just the right angle, she could see small inscriptions on the inside of
the beautiful gold. Quinn was jubilant, before remembering she had
to keep her stubborn mood to appear tough. The rural area of her
home was filled to the brim with shady people, and Quinn was living
alone. Then again, who in her town - if you could call it that - was rich
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enough to get a pretty ring just to drop it somewhere? She might as
well ‘keep it safe’ for now. She held it up to the sunlight, admiring how
it looked on her hand, and how it seemingly shrunk to fit her finger.
She quickly noted that the sunlight was now seeping through her hand
and onto the ground. Looking behind her, Quinn could see a very faint
silhouette of her body, though it was much lighter than before. At first,
she was horrified, but slowly and steadily, an overjoyed smile crept
onto her face. Quinn wasn’t a stupid child - contrary to what many
adults thought - and immediately deduced that she was invisible to the
naked eye. Her steps became lighter and happier as she bounded down
the sidewalk, not noticing the slight tightening of the ring.

Quinn stood in front of the large store, ready to slip in when
another opened the door. It had been a few days since she had found
the ring, and she was ready to put it to use.

‘Just slip in and grab something, and slip back out. No biggie.’

The bell rang, and Quinn took that as her queue to squeeze
through the door. Step one, success. She made her way down the aisles
looking for something small to steal - it was her first attempt - before
stopping at a bright red fountain pen with an intricate design. Thick
golden streams surrounded smaller, more delicate scale-like strokes,
forming a picture full of fantasy and an ethereal feel. She looked
around, knowing nobody could see her, before quickly snatching it
from the stand, watching it turn invisible with her touch. Hiding it in
her sleeve from force of habit, she rushed past unsuspecting people,
making it out of the store with an elated feeling and a large rush of
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adrenaline. She kept running in the direction of her home, wanting to
keep the feeling for as long as possible. The ring tightened once again,
but not enough to notice.

Quinn took a deep breath, once again standing in front of
the large store she had been at before, the ring on her finger, a smile
ghosting her lips. She had done this many times before, but lately, she
hadn’t been getting that rush of feeling that she loved oh so much.
She had tried stealing multiple things, bigger objects, food even, but
that only kept her high up for a few trips, before dying back down.
She needed more. Go big or go home. She slipped into the store as she
had done a thousand times, the rush thrumming lowly in her veins.
This was it, she could feel it. She sprinted through the aisles, a laugh
threatening to bubble up from pure excitement. She reached her hand
out, swiping anything she could grab. She didn’t bother slowing down
or hiding anything, as it turned invisible with her touch anyways. She
was in and out like the flash, coming out at least three pounds heavier
than before. She kept running back to her site of item accumulation,
laughing her heart out all the way. She placed the new items down. By
now, she didn’t even care what she grabbed. There was a large pile of
unopened junk inside her hiding spot, all of which she had no need
for. Their only purpose was to serve her adrenaline rush when she took
them from the shelves.

As Quinn started to take off the ring, she felt it constrict, tighter
and tighter, and her vision started to cloud in pain. Tears streamed
down her face as she begged and begged for it to come off, feeling as if
her whole finger was about to snap right off. Her knees buckled, and
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her eyes focused on the one thing in front of her. It wasn’t like she
could just stop stealing. She needed to steal. If she couldn’t take the
ring off, she should embrace it. If she couldn’t become visible once
again, why not spend the time to feed her addiction. Slowly, a small
smile appeared on the messy face nobody could see, quickly evolving
into a strained grin, a cackle making its way out of her throat. Soon,
it was full of laughter, echoing out of the walls, and filling the quiet
neighborhood. The ring never fails.
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Can’t Run Away
Story by Sabe Cruz Rivera | Illustrated by Veronika Yuguy

102

Can’t Run Away
by Sabe Cruz Rivera

Chapter One

Erik stands in front of my door, an axe in his hand. His face
is covered with scars, and especially a big one violently carved on his
brow. His emerald green eyes show coldness. His shirt is torn and dirtstained. Erik smiles lightly putting down his dirty axe on a small table.
He walks over to me while putting up his long red hair into a bun. He
rests his cold rough hand on my cheek but I slightly move away. I can
notice our skin differences from when he kidnapped me, Erik’s skin is
lightly tanned while mine is very pale. He rarely lets me out as I am
forced to watch the seasons change in this small cramped bedroom.
He says my leg is the reason I can’t go out, it’s just a stump with wires
in it. Erik won’t attach my mechanical prosthetic to it because the last
time he did I tried running away.
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I’ve been worried about what he will do to me. Endless
possibilities of using me for his own good. Does he want money or
something else? Did he take me because I am the son of a famous
actress? I miss her and writing in bed not worrying about school. At
least I can write about the stories I know. I am not allowed to write
anything about him capturing me.

I look up at Erik as he pats my head gently, I move my head
away and stare at the blank walls. He gets up and walks over to my
prosthetic leg on a dusty antique drawer. It looks like my prosthetic
has gained a lot of dust and it started to rust heavily. He comes back
and gently attaches it to my stump. I hear a click and try to stand up.
I can barely feel my leg but it’s there. Erik holds onto my waist as I try
to walk around the room. I push his hands away but when he let go
my knees buckle underneath my weight. I try to get up but instead, he
picks me up and I try getting out.

“You aren’t ready,” he says threateningly.

“I am! Put me down!” I yell.

“Listen to me, Tamir. You can’t walk,” he growls.

“I don’t care! put me down!” I demand.

He puts me down on the bed and yanks off my prosthetic. Erik
covers my mouth before I can scream out in pain. I try to bite him
and kick him with my other leg. He picks me up again and brings me

104

to a room. I’ve been in this room before, it’s dark, cold and it has a
lot of papers. He leaves me here when I make him angry or if there’s
someone in the house. Trying not to hurt me this time, Erik gently puts
me down on a bed. It’s old and dusty, I can feel the springs poking my
legs, ready to break out at any moment. Erik leaves me alone in the
dark with a flashlight and a small candle. I crawl my way to a desk with
stories I have been writing. The day before I got captured I was going
to meet my publisher. I was in the spot my publisher told me to meet
at but I got taken.

I grab a pencil and my hands start to shake. I drop the pencil on
the ground and stare at it. This room was designed for me if I didn’t have
my prosthetic. It was like this when Erik first removed my prosthetic.
As if he knew he was going to capture me at some point. That means I
may not be going home. Did my mom do this on purpose? Did she find
me useless and threw me out like I was nothing? I feel my tears roll
down my face. I start to wipe them away with the sleeve of my hoodie
but more keep on falling. I curl up on the ground and I continue to cry.
It felt like an hour or more until he came back. My vision is blurry and
my body feels numb. As Erik picks me off of the ground I try to squirm
away. He brings me close to him but I move away.

Erik carefully sits me down at a table. I haven’t been to this
room before, it’s very bright and extremely hot. I rub my sweating face
then trace my hands against the table. I feel a carving of a heart and the
texture of wood. My vision is still blurry but I can tell someone sitting
across from me. They seem big and scary; their face is difficult to make
out. They have blue hair and they are speaking in a disoriented way.
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They grab my hand and inject something into my arm.

I close my eyes and collapse onto the table; I hear the crackling
of a fire until it fades out. I wake up to the sound of a heart monitor.
The beeping and the smell of chemicals make my head throb. I scan
the room and see a vase of flowers on a white nightstand. Lilies, roses,
and poppies are stuck into the vase. I reach out to grab a flower and
see that I am hooked up to an iv. I think I am in a hospital room but
it seems too dark to be one. I move my leg to the side of the bed. I can
feel a cold floor beneath me.

The bed doesn’t seem that high up from the floor. If it was, my
feet wouldn’t be meeting the floor. I stand up by using the nightstand;
I lean on it for support as I take out the iv. I scan the room and I see
a bookshelf near a door. It seems far away so I sit down on the bed. I
look at chipped and broken nails. They look purple almost, maybe I am
cold but I feel numb. I turn to face towards the door and I see the same
person before I blacked out. The person is a tall lady wearing clothes
that a nurse would wear. Her hair is navy blue and it’s cut unevenly.
She has dark caramel skin and evergreen eyes. She walks over to me
holding things in her hand; one looked like a syringe and the other, I
am not sure about.

She sits down on the bed and pulls my arm out. The liquid in
the syringe looks clear with a tint of pink, almost like pale pink flowers
basking in the sun. She carefully takes off the syringe cap and rubs my
arm with an alcohol wipe. I look up at the ceiling as my anxiety kicks
in. I can feel the needle prick my skin, I grasp onto the edge of the
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bed. I feel the nurse put a bandaid on my arm. The nurse walks away
and I am left alone with my thoughts of fear. What if the needle broke
inside? What if I got drugged? Did she put a tracking device in me? I
rub my arm as it aches in pain. I stare at the bookshelf, trying to read
the many titles but they blur out into blobs of colors.
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Odysseus and Calypso
by Val Kim

Calypso smirked as she caressed the loot in Odysseus’s ship.
This was by far the biggest amount of treasure she had stolen from a
man. She leaned back on the heap of gold and closed her eyes.

*****

With the ship overflowing with luxurious loot and all sorts of
delight, Odysseus grinned as he set sail by himself on this beautiful
day. Almost every part of his body was bruised and his shabby
appearance was no match for the king he once was, yet he was happier
than he could ever be. His side had won the 10 years long Trojan War,
and everyone knew that Odysseus was the most important person in
winning the war; he’d built the Trojan horse that put an end to the
war. From the war, Odysseus was able to gain victory, fame, respect,
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money, and everything else that a man his age longed for. The sun rays
bounced off of the water and shone on the large ship.

‘Penelope, I am coming home soon,’ Odysseus thought to
himself.

He wondered what happened at home. His wife, Penelope, was
in charge of Ithaca along with his son, Telemachus, while Odysseus
was gone. Although they’d been apart for years, Odysseus did not feel
a single bit distant from Penelope and Telemachus and instead was
exhilarated at the thought of meeting them.

“Oh, dear lord! Take a look at my pitiful soul and please care to
lend help!” Something suddenly shouted.

“Where is this sound coming from?” Odysseus asked with a
slight frown on his face.

“Here, my lord,” A female voice called out.

Odysseus traced the sound to a shoreline of a tiny island
near his ship. On the edge of the shore stood a woman who Odysseus
doubted was mortal because of the unrealistic beauty she possessed.
As Odysseus steered towards her, he could feel his mouth open slightly.
The woman was tall with long smooth legs and the perfect head to the
body ratio. She was tanned with an overall glamorous body. Odysseus
found himself staring at this person like he was in a trance and had to
pinch himself. She was incomparable to any other woman in the world
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in beauty - even his wife Penelope.

As the ship completely docked onto the shoreline, he saw
the woman approach the ship and was once more amazed at her
appearance at a closer look. She had deep eyes that were blue like the
ocean and her nose was a masterpiece of art.

“What is the matter, lady?” Odysseus asked.

“My ship crashed and I ended up on this island alone,” The
woman replied in a voice so soothing and sweet.

“Could you please give me a ride to Crete?” She continued.

“I cannot do that. I don’t let other people get on the boat,”
Odysseus said.

“Oh, please! No one passes this island often and when night
comes soon, I will freeze to death!” The woman pleaded.

“Tell me, what is your name?” Odysseus said.

“Calypso.”

“Calypso, I have to get to my home Ithaca quickly to see my
wife and son. Besides, I don’t know you well. I am afraid I will have to
leave without you.”
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“What would a weak woman like myself do to you? And you
know, Crete is in the same way as Ithaca. Please, just once,” Calypso
cried.

Calypso looked even more beautiful as her watery eyes
sparkled in the sunlight. At the back of his mind, Odysseus feared that
she could cause harm to him by stealing his treasure, but she certainly
didn’t look like a person who would do that.

“Get on board,” Odysseus said as he lowered the plank for
Calypso to climb on board.

Calypso sighed with relief and scurried across the plank and
onto the boat. She kneeled to Odysseus and bowed in front of him.
As soon as she got up, though, her attitude changed dramatically.
She inched towards Odysseus and made him look into her deep blue
eyes without saying a word as she grabbed his hand. It was an evident
seduction.

Odysseus tried his best to keep his sanity but Calypso was such
an attractive person. To his surprise, Calypso smiled and clung to him.

“Calypso, you are a passenger. I have a wife back at home,”
Odysseus said adamantly.

“Do not go to Ithaca, love,” Calypso purred.

“But…. I told you many times that my wife and son are back at
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my kingdom,” Odysseus spoke in a hesitant way.

“Your wife will probably find a new person. She may already
have because she wouldn’t even know if you are alive,” Calypso
whispered sweetly.

Calypso held onto Odysseus with a stronger grip and Odysseus
stopped resisting Calypso’s touches. He had fallen completely for
Calypso. Calypso yanked Odysseus’s armor and threw them to the
opposite side of the ship. She took off his belt and the daggers located
at his ankle as well. Odysseus was afraid with no weapons on him
anymore but immediately felt safe as Calypso’s warm hands came in
contact with his robust body.

What Odysseus did not know was that Calypso hid a dagger
inside her dress - Calypso could kill him easily.

Odysseus lifted Calypso from the ground and carried her into
the cabin of the ship. He put her down in front of his room’s door
and turned around to unlock the door. The moment Calypso spotted
his back, she pulled out the dagger and buried it deep into Odysseus’s
back. His smooth skin was soon ruptured and Odysseus fell to the floor
crying out in agony. Blood poured out from his back and all he saw was
Calypso’s evil grin..

“You….. I don’t beli-” His voice trailed off and he laid still. He
was dead.
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*****

Calypso opened her eyes and shuddered as she remembered
that Odysseus was still laying at the same spot, his body now cold and
rotten. She got up and went over to the corpse where she flinched once
more at the gruesome sight. She pushed it off the ship with her foot.

Such a fine man he was. Too bad he decided to betray his
family. That is the problem with men - they would just completely fall
for a stranger Calypso thought asOdysseus’s dead body plunged into
the water.

In the distance, Calypso saw Crete and squealed with joy. Crete
was her home, where she kept all of the treasure she stole from men
like Odysseus. She smiled as her house on the beach came into sight.
Her work was over.
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Look Real Close
by Ms. Jocelyn Slovak

Look real close

Even the ordinary birds
are beautiful.
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All in a Day’s Work
by Beau Lee

Walking down the street
I saw a rock
That could talk
Just kidding, not that kind of story

Walking down the street
I saw a rock
That was next to another rock
That also couldn’t talk

Walking down the street
I wondered
What would a world look like
If rocks could talk
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Walking down the street
I looked up at the sky
It was the color of a rock
The cloud looked like one too

Walking down the street
I thought to myself
Today is oddly
Rocky themed

Walking down the street
I started to count...
ROCKS!
1...2..skip a few...rocks?

Walking down the street
There was a pile of rocks
So I grabbed one
From the top

Walking down the street
I threw the rock down
Straight onto the ground
But it just bounced off!

Walking down the street
I retrieved the rock
And threw it down again
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Shattering it into a million pieces

Walking down the street
I jumped over the pebbles, the chunks, the dust
The millions of pieces of rocks
Hickory dickory...dock

Walking down the street
Today was full of disappointment
But also full of excitement
All in a day’s work

Walking down the street
I thought
Disappointment and excitement
That’s what life’s about

Walking down the street
I hopped over rocks
That could not talk
And stopped

118

Natuur by Michelle Moon

119

Simpler Times
by Yeagee Marie Brewer

“Who were you before the war?” She whispered in a quiet tone,
staring straight into his eyes. Her body froze as the air turned heavy
and a tint of coldness entered his eyes. The raven-haired teen shifted
his weight, letting out a tired sigh. He stared at the younger female
intently as she leaned back in the chair in discomfort. After a moment
of silence, the older teen parted his lips.

“I suppose I was a different person years ago. My town was
located on the order governed by the marquess.” Pressing his lips
together, he continued “I was a normal boy, more cheerful and happy
back then. I was a prankster and a rebel. Most people would say that I
was one of the wildest kids out there.” As if reliving a memory, a small
smile graced his lips, capturing the younger teen in a trance-like state
before she flicked her head away. When she glanced back, the small
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smile on the raven-haired teen had slowly turned upside down.

“Until that one day,” he paused and let silence pass between
them. “A group of mercenaries suddenly collapsed at the gates, their
clothes were tattered, and they had cuts and gunshots all over their
bodies. They were losing a lot of blood in a short amount of time.” The
teen shifted his weight to his other leg and continued.

“At the time, the marquess and his family were on a trip to
the capital, and the one who was left in-charge was the head butler
of the family. He had ordered to take the group inside, to help them
recover until they were well enough to be questioned. That was when
everything went down.” The teen let out a dry laugh, but to her it
sounded so bitter and painful that it made her chest clench.

“The butler ended up as a spy for the traitors. Those mercenaries
were nothing but a part of a show and we had let them in without a
single thread of doubt.” Leaning his head back to look up at the broken
ceiling with empty eyes, he spoke. “A week after they had been healed,
it was a normal day- well, it was supposed to be. When nightfall came,
the guards guarding the gate had been switched out and before we
knew it, the town was crawling with traitors” His voice shaked as the
memory played in his mind, it was as if it had occurred yesterday.
Biting his cheeks, the raven-haired teen let out a long sigh, calming
his restless nerves. His fists clenched as the feeling of helplessness
overcame him once more. He opened his eyes, staring at the person
in front of him, who sat patiently with a look of understanding on her
face. Clenching his fist one more time he continued speaking.
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“That night, a massacre happened and we were the first to fall
from their hand that night, I lost all my naivety.” He spoke the words
with no emotions. Blinking his eyes, he rested his jaw in the palm of
his hand. “I was the sole survivor, along with Meadow. Months later, I
joined the resistance, or the rebels.Even after the massacre, I was still
a prankster who would bother people at night just for the fun of it.”
His eyes went light at the memory. It lingered for a few minutes before
dying out, and a sorrowful look placed itself on the male teen’s face.
“But as I held my lover, who was dying in my arms next to my younger
sister, part of my soul went with them”

He stared at the younger female teen and the heavy look she wore.

“The day I lost everything once more... “
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Hey!
by Brian Cho

Hey Child!
You look tired there!

Are you tired of the immense work that needs to be completed?
Are you tired of seeing your test grades being lower than others?

Oh wait, I see that’s not it!

You look very tired.
Is it because of your parents’ sermon about getting good grades?

That doesn’t really matter; ‘good’ can be different to anyone!

Just keep up the good work; no need to rush.
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Wait, you still look very tired!

That happens!

Work piles up and it can bring you down to the ground!
The strong wind of this harsh world surely brings you down here!

Young Child, look up at the sky.
Look around you.
How far are you from the start?

Pat yourself on the back.
Sometimes everyone forgets to say this, but I will remind you.

“You are doing well. Feel proud about where you are.”
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Revenge
by Nicholas Kennedy

As I was reading my favorite novel when my mother came into
my room, sobbing.

“Mom, are you okay? What’s wrong?” I asked as I quickly
stood up from my stool.

“I’m not okay Max, a British commander has just killed your
father,” said my mother as she broke down onto the floor crying. I
could feel my blood boil as my heart felt like it had fallen out of my
chest. Tears were running down our cheeks as we thought of what we
were going to do. What would happen to us, our house, our money?
Nothing made any sense, the only thing that made sense was revenge.

My friends Malthus, William, and I found a church on the

127

border of Scotland and Britain, then we decided that this was where
we were going to get our revenge on the commander. All of our fathers
had died due to the actions of the same commander, so we all felt the
same way about him. The three of us had carefully come up with a
plan to assassinate the commander while his convoy was coming by
the church. I had learned about the convoy coming by the church from
my brother who is a spy for the Scottish military.

The three of us had stocked up on bows, swords, firebombs,
and many arrows fitted with heavy lead tips all from the village’s
armory. In just 30 minutes, the convoy would pass by, and we would
finally get the revenge we so desperately longed for.

The first man peered over the hill, then five, and eventually,
the whole convoy was nearly 500 meters out. My adrenaline kicked
in as the three of us got our bows ready. The footsteps got louder and
louder until I realized the convoy was right next to the church. I yelled
“Fire!!!” and the three of us looked over the edge of the church’s tower
and we let it all out. We looked around for the commander’s wagon
which turned out to be right in front of us. We all took our shots but
since we hadn’t been trained for combat, all of our shots missed him
by a couple of meters.

Since we had put all of our focus on the wagon, we didn’t realize
that the entire convoy had surrounded the church’s tower. We looked
at each other with fear in our eyes. That was until Malthus came up
with an idea, “Use the firebombs and throw them at the wagon!” We all
grabbed a bomb and threw them at the commander’s wagon. The glass
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body of the bomb shattered on impact and the wagon was immediately
overrun with flames. This made it impossible for the commander to
get out. We watched the commander burn to death in the fire, but
none of us felt good, even though we had gotten our revenge. Then,
William screamed out, “They’re climbing the tower!” as he grabbed a
bow and a dozen arrows.

Without thinking, and still filled with adrenaline, we rained
arrows onto the soldiers from the tower. One by one, the soldiers
dropped, each with at least two arrows in them. After a good time
fighting with all the weapons and tools, there was only a single soldier
left. The soldier started to run but William was quick to deny his escape
with a long shot using the strongest bow and the sharpest arrow. Once
we realized we had killed the whole convoy, we looked at each other
and started to tear up since we had just done the impossible.

After sobbing for quite some time, we decided it would be best
to return home. We trudged through the mud and through the open
plains of the Scottish land. We had created a map of the journey so
that we would be able to get back home after our fight. After following
the map for another hour, we finally reached the coastal region of
Scotland. We walked up the coast for another ten or so minutes and
then, we were finally home.

Our mothers came to us, with the biggest smiles on their faces
and tears rolling down their faces.

“Thank the lord you are all alive, we were so worried about you guys!”
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said Malthus’s mother as she rounded all of us and our mothers up
into one big hug. We all looked at each other with grins on our faces as
we began to laugh. We all felt so much better knowing that our fathers
got the revenge they deserved.
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Natuur by Michelle Moon
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Life
by Ahmad Haroon

Life will never be kind to you
Challenges will be thrown
from places you never knew

One day you may fall
A split
Strain
Sprain
Just as the tournament is near
The long trip to the hospital
To see if your nightmares are real
Then the denial
Not wanting to admit the unreal
Countless appointments
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Anger rises from the heart’s basement
Displeasure at the realization
Next comes the bargaining
What if you hadn’t chosen to go for it
What if you had thought about it before
Weeks and weeks of rehab
Questions of whether to continue
Is the passion really worth it
Finally
Acceptance
Understanding what happened
Coming to terms with it

Then the day comes
The end of your long journey back
The smell of the fresh field
The shade of green under your feet
And all around
Energizing you like never before
That day
You feel invincible

And so life is going the way you want it to
Everything is going well
Or so it seems
Until life
Shoots you with another challenge
You are told you are moving
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Away from the place
You grew up
You learnt to love
You feel empty without
You feel safe in
Knowing that you are powerless
		

Helpless

The denial
Not wanting to believe it
Thinking that they’ll change their mind
The anger
Wondering why it had to be this way
The red hot tears
The bargaining
What if I had done something differently
If only I could’ve done something
Then the discouraging thoughts start to file in
Until finally
Accepting your fate
And so the day finally comes
The stench of the airplane
Filling you up alongside the dread

Now you’re starting fresh
Things are looking
Like they might not be so bad
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Until life decides
To deliver another punch
And this one
So out of the blue
First
It was just another story
Nothing major
Nothing to worry about
It began to escalate
More and more died
More and more felt its wrath
But less and less was known about it
Just like that
Our lives turned upside down
We were locked up
In our own homes
Shops, restaurants, malls
Everything closed
Wearing masks became as normal
As wearing our underpants

So the cycle begins again
The denial of such a vicious enemy
Surely this can’t be happening
The anger of such a thing happening
Wandering around so irritated at such a thing
The bargaining of millions of possibilities
What if more precautions had been taken
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The disheartening mindset setting in once more
But then accepting it for what it truly is

Even with everything going on
There is a glimmer of hope

You see
Although life may
Hate us
Hurt us
Hit us
It has also given us
So so so many
Blessings
We cannot count them
Even if our lives depended on it
Our family
Friends
Shelter
Food
Water
And so many more
Even the challenges we face
Are blessings in disguise
The challenges we face
Help us learn how to accept what we cannot control
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Balance
by Sona Park

I’m an artist
Entertaining audiences in a circus
Standing on a rope
Reminding myself
How easily it can snap.

My friends tell me
To not trust myself
I fear with tears in my eyes
That one day my trust in others
Will disappear.

But aren’t we all the same?
Fearing change
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Fearing independence
Fearing that moment,
A moment of unbalance.

We wobble our way to the end
Might be cold
Might be dark
But aren’t we all the same?

My mother
Once told me
Being alone
Can hurt me

But now I wonder,
How can we balance on the same rope?
Yet I’m here,
Here relying on another

But, I’m an artist
Performing my life in a circus
Smiling and laughing
With grotesque scars
Hidden behind the stiff shell
Embracing my fragile body.

And I wonder,
And wonder
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How long will this last?
How long my smile will last
Till this becomes my past

But aren’t we all the same?
We smile for acceptance
We search for independence
We are always looking for that one audience
Who’ll return with a warm smile.

We cover our faces with bright, bright yellow
Just like the time
My father did
To cover his life of sorrow

Tears leaked through his mask
Soon I was old enough to realize
All he wanted was a smile,
a smile from an angel

Yet, I’m still an artist
Performing my life in a circus
Toning my voice
Toning my face
Toning myself
To dodge the bullet

And I wonder
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and wonder,
How simple it’ll be
Only if I can set myself,
myself to the highest note

But aren’t we all the same?
We crave excellence,
But always find ourselves
nowhere near the standard of perfection

As the idea of failure surrounds my persona,
I wonder,
how clear our vision will be,
Only if we had the strength,
The strength to blow a fog
Fogging your vision

Yet we are still alone,
Slowly and steadily
drowning in the zone

I held my hands,
High, above the sky
Searching for a paintbrush
To paint my truth.
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Fall by Ms. Slovak / 수정
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Scratches
by Bella Kim

I blankly stared at the 6 corpses in front of me. I was paralyzed
with overwhelming terror. Brutally enough, all 6 corpses were labelled
with their names and age, displayed on the wall like a decoration.
They smelled horrifying, but they looked even more petrifying. Their
stomachs were ripped open, skins were all scarred and shredded,
flaking and loosely hanging off. Decayed clots of blood were still
visible, dried and stuck on the peeling skins. Each of the corpses was
hung up on the wall with long fingernails that pierced through their
eyes. It was simply hideous to look at, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of
the labels. I stood still, picturing my dead body that would be hanging
off the wall soon.

***
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I slowly walked to the breakfast table and sat down, where
Grandma was scratching the table with her long nails, like usual.
Grandma scooted her chair right next to me so that our arms were
slightly touching. It disgusted me to sit next to her, but I didn’t have
any choice. Two french toasts covered with sugar powder were plated
nicely on the table right in front of me.

“Good morning darling!”

Grandma sounded scratchy as usual, and her words were
mumbled from the french toast that was filling her mouth. Their smell
watered my mouth, but just like every other morning, I wished that
I wouldn’t have to eat breakfast. Well, at least not with Grandma. I
glanced at her. She had already shredded the french toasts and was
furiously stuffing them into her mouth. Her long nails covered with
butter kept getting in the way, but it didn’t seem to bother her at all.

“You should cut your nails, Grandma,” she completely ignored
me and continued to eat more like an animal, not a human. “And chew,
before you swallow.”

Despite what I told her, she finished less than a minute.
Licking her long nails, she looked at me and looked down at my
untouched toasts. Grabbing her knife, she banged the table. I quickly
turned my head and grabbed the toast. Grandma was still banging the
table, growling like an animal. She shook her head vigorously and her
long, grey hair whipped around. I shoved both toasts into my mouth
hurriedly and ran off to my room. Grandma followed closely after me,
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but I slammed the door shut just before she made it into my room. I
locked the door and sat on my bed, still chewing the buttery toast that
was choking me. I could hear scratches against my door and my entire
body shook with fear. Scratches got louder and louder until it stopped
all at once. I held my breath. The door handle started shaking and I
blocked my ears with my greasy hands. After a few seconds, everything
stopped. Silence drew upon, but I waited for something else. Nothing
happened. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I swallowed the last bit of
my toast. I hated the monster outside, but there was no way to escape
from it. I put on my headphones and turned the volume up – my way
of disconnecting from reality.

Few minutes past noon, I heard the entrance door closing.
Grandma had gone out to get groceries. I waited a few more minutes
before I made my move. With cat-like moves, I went into Grandma’s
room. Surprisingly, not a single item was out of place, and the entire
place was perfectly organized. Strange, I thought. I glanced at the walls
suspiciously, looking for hidden clues. I noticed that the wallpaper had
started to peel in the right corner of the room. I gently kneeled down
and lifted the peeling paper. Behind, the wall was filled with nasty
scratch marks and blood.

“Time to change the wallpaper, eh?”

My head jerked up at Grandma’s voice. I turned around, and
Grandma was only a few inches away from me.

“I forgot my wallet. Isn’t that funny? I forgot my wallet!”
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Grandma laughed hysterically, but I couldn’t figure out what
was so funny. “Should I change the wallpaper? Should I? Should I?
Should I?”

My mouth opened to say something, but nothing came out.I
was swallowed by unbearable fear,, and not even a small squeak
escaped my lips.

“Should I? Yes or no darling? Answer me! Honey, Answer me!”

Grandma’s voice roared, and I knew I had to say something.

“No.”

I ran out, swearing to myself that I’d never step another foot in
that room again. In my room, I locked the door and plopped down onto
the bed. I covered the blanket over me and breathed roughly. I could
feel my hands shaking and sweating. Even after I heard the entrance
door close again, I didn’t want to get out. Sighing deeply, I imagined
having my mum by my side. She had passed away as soon as she had
given birth to me. Well, that’s what Grandma told me. I’d never seen her
except on the framed picture outside, but I wanted nothing more than
to have her right by my side just then. Letting out a long exhilaration
but still shuddering, I lied on my bed and closed my eyes.

When I woke up, it was a bright morning again. I didn’t want
to see Grandma’s face, but I was starving. I had only eaten two pieces
of french toast yesterday, and my stomach was rumbling. With much
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fear, I stepped outside, and the sweet smell of waffles welcomed me
instantly. Strangely enough, Grandma wasn’t waiting for me. Just
outside my room door, I waited to hear Grandma’s scratching sounds
again, but I didn’t hear anything. I thought about escaping this deadly
house, but I knew it was impossible. Grandma always had extra locks
on the door that I couldn’t open. Cautiously walking towards the
kitchen table, I accidentally knocked down the giant frame on the
wall. It shattered into pieces, but I didn’t pay attention to it. There
was a small trapdoor in the place where the frame used to be. It was
unlocked so I gently opened it. An odious smell of something rot
instantly brought a frown on my face, but I still climbed in. I blocked
my nose with my sleeves and climbed in. Inside was a small, dusty
room. An old, dangling light was the only thing that was lighting up the
room, but it was enough to make everything visible. I looked around
and instantly wished that I hadn’t. Corpses.

I stared at the six corpses, carefully studying them. I knew I
had to get out, but I couldn’t stop myself. The very left corpse was
labelled Abe Robbinson. I unconsciously shook my head.

“My grandfather? How… I thought he died from cancer…”

My eyes quickly darted to the next label.

“Georgiana Dane is my aunt! I thought she was in South
America,” I whispered as my eyes moved to the next label once again.
“Anna Robbinson? My mum? Angela Clark? Wasn’t that the name of
my tutor who quit because I threw a crayon at her?”
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I shook my head in complete disbelief. They had all been killed.
I couldn’t stop noticing the flaking skins. Scratches. They had all been
scratched to death. The fingernails piercing through their eyes made
me want to vomit but there was something else that horrified me even
more. They were hung up in a specific order. Grandpa had been 54
when he died, while my aunt had been 44. My mum had been 34, and
my tutor had been 24. I was 14. Without hesitation, I turned around to
climb back out, but terrifying brown eyes met mine.

“How do you like my collection?” My grandma’s voice was icy
and stiff. “Took a while to collect them. It was a lot of effort, you see.”

I didn’t see. I couldn’t understand why anyone would even
try to put in so much effort to kill innocent people. All these people,
including my mum, didn’t have to die.

I cursed at my Grandma silently as her straight lips slowly
curved into a smile. I wanted to kill her. I wanted to shred her apart
as she had done to my mum, but it was too late. She was on top of me
in seconds, making an animal-like growling noise. I felt my stomach
rip open, but I couldn’t feel pain. Maybe I had been lunatic, or maybe
I had been too sane. I remembered the waffles on the table and wished
that I had finished my last meal. My ears filled with hysteric laughs of
my Grandma.

My skin kept tearing off and blood splattered, but my body didn’t
resist. It couldn’t. I felt the air move around the hollow space in the centre
of my body. Stupidly enough, I looked down at my stomach.
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All my clothes were drenched in blood, and my intestines
were hanging out. I could see my blood bulging unstoppably, and
excruciating pain took over me. I screamed in pain, but Grandma
didn’t help. She lifted me by my hair with bloody hands and threw
me against the wall. I couldn’t believe I was still alive. She broke off
her long fingernails, staring right into my eyes. I wanted to run away,
but my body didn’t move. She took me by my throat and held me up
against the wall, right next to my tutor. Redness covered me as she
pierced my eyes with her fingernail. I screamed more, but I couldn’t
hear myself. Everything was blurry and spinning. Slowly I could feel
myself dying, or maybe passing out. The last thing I saw was Grandma’s
psychopathic brown eyes, then everything blacked out.
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The Life of an Apple
by Hyunjun Park

Apples are round
And it is a common fruit with many colors
Seeds sprout inside the apples
Like when human babies are made

Many focus on acts are destroying the environment
And many ignore acts that could save the environment
Regardless of who we are though, we all desire to live
small things barely seen by the naked eye

OR BIG THINGS LOOMING AROUND US
As Darwin said, there is a common ancestor among everything
And one day, we will all meet the end of our fate
Like when a telomere is shortened as humans age
Or when an apple is sliced open and devoured

150

As someone once said
There is an end to everything
So look around
And realize that there is more than what it meets to the eye
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BFS is Cool
by Minjune Chung

Sharks are blue,
the sky is too,
BFS is cool,
and yes, that’s true,
but since we are in the middle of class,
please grab a stool!
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The Path One Travels
by Ethan Li

Bright spirits filled up Yangdon’s room as projections of the
Bodhisattvas appeared in his room.

“Yangdon Lingpa, we have deemed your qualities to be great
enough to embark on a great mission!” One announced. “There is a
holy man who has arrived at the mountain temple whose spirit must
be brought to Nepal where he can teach his wisdom. You, Yangdon
Lingpa, will take him there if you wish to find enlightenment!” they
said, as Yangdon nodded obediently.

“It is settled then. On your path, you will face many hardships,
such as monsters prone to attack. Do not fear though, as the Buddha’s
guiding hand shall protect you and fend off the evil. Now go!” The
spirits slowly vanished, leaving Yangdon dazed but excited as he felt
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he had an opportunity to be rightfully rewarded. However, he was still
tired, so he decided to get some more sleep.

***

The next day, Yangdon arose from his bed, ready to embark
on the great journey he had been given. Yangdon wore it like a badge
to anyone who approached him that day, even to senior officers who
he had argued with to obtain a truck for the journey. They eventually
relented and let Yangdon take a truck to drive his merry way to the
temple.

Yangdon’s drive towards the temple was shorter than he
expected. He left the driver’s seat and was approached by a fairly young
monk. The two bowed to one another and Yangdon then explained
why he was there. He remarked about how he would topple anything
in their path. The monks warned him that his attitude might catch up
to him later but he did not care and waited for them to finish loading
supplies into the truck.

Yangdon introduced himself to the old teacher who didn’t
seem to trust him at first but soon accepted his presence after some
more talking. Once that was finished, the two travelers got into the
vehicle and set off, expecting a smooth journey. He would be right on
the first night, as the more developed roads outside his city allowed for
the two to make a good distance in the time they had. The two settled
in for the night in the tent they brought along, and Yangdon quickly
dozed off.
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***

The next day, the two re-embarked on their journey. Good
progress was made until the two were brought to a halt as Yangdon
saw a seemingly old lady approaching them. He got out of the truck to
see what she wanted.

“Oh, how are you, dearest?” She said. Yangdon was more
confused than flattered and began his interrogation.

“Who are you, why are you approaching our truck?” He
retorted.

“Oh, do not be so blunt. I just wanted to offer you some food!”
She said. Yangdon could sense that something was off and continued
to try to shoo her away.

“Thank you, but we have enough food. Please, eat them
yourself.” But she didn’t stop and only kept pushing.

“No no, please dearest. Take it, you are still young and need to
grow! Eat some!” She said in a much more aggressive tone, seemingly
unfit of someone like her. This continued until Yangdon realized her
true identity and took action. He went forward and struck the lady
down.

“Lift your illusion!” He cried as the monster’s true form slowly
unraveled, revealing a completely pure white and bony woman-like
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creature with long claws. Angered by Yangdon’s actions, the monster
retaliated. Yangdon was losing ground initially but regained composure
and fiercely fought back, pushing it to the ground. The monster got up
and retreated off into the distance. Yangdon returned to the driver’s
seat feeling victorious, but the monk was a bit disappointed.

“...You could have maybe-” the Monk coughed, “-maybe talked
to them. They didn’t seem to, ahem, want much.”

“There’s no need to negotiate with them, let’s just keep
moving,” Yangdon replied. The monk sighed and turned his head
forward as the two continued. Once again, night fell and the two called
it in for the night.

***

Once more, morning broke and the journey continued, but
the day didn’t seem auspicious according to the monk. Yangdon only
nominally believed him until after a few minutes on the road, the
truck’s engine sputtered out. Yangdon slammed the gas in disbelief
multiple times, but nothing worked. The two would have to walk.

The trek was arduous on the rough roads of the Tibetian
countryside and the two quickly became exhausted. Yangdon was
worried if the monk could handle all the hard work, but he seemed to
be doing alright. After many long hours, they decided to settle down.

***
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The next day started like the others. Yangdon got up, his body
aching, and went to check on his monk friend. He tapped the monk’s
shoulder, but there was no response. Yangdon shook, pushed, slapped,
and yelled at him all to no response. At this point, he knew that the monk
was entering the world of the dead. He paused for a moment before
starting the prayers for the dead, triggering the Bodhisattvas to arrive.

He turned towards them and asked. “Oh, enlightened ones.
His consciousness has left his body, how will he teach now?”

“Be assured, this monk shall reappear at the end of your
journey to complete his task.” They replied.

“But enlightened ones. Would it not be fair to return home with
this man and perform the rites? He needs the prayers of others to help
him in his struggle through death and continuing this journey by foot
would be incredibly tiring!” Yangdon responded a bit less respectfully.
“Then you shall exert the effort to pray for him and bring him to his
destination. Now, continue on!” That was the last of what the Bodhisattvas
said and Yangdon was left alone with the monk’s corpse. He continued
the rites all the way until the sky was dark, finally taking rest.

***
Once more the sun rose, and Yangdon continued onward,
suffering as a one-man team. Days four, five, six, and seven passed. He
made little progress and could only feel the sweat on his skin at night.
Days seven, eight, nine passed, and there was only misery.
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Yangdon began day ten the same, but something felt off. His
intuition would be right, as a red shiny human-like monster brimming
with fire suddenly appeared before him. Yangdon knew he couldn’t
fight after the exhausting hike he had taken and decided to do as the
monk told him. He kneeled down and said, “Please demon, spare me
and tell me what you need. I might have it in exchange for letting me
live.” The monster was surprised by this gesture but took it to heart
and thought.

“Do you have any medicine perhaps?” the monster asked. “I’ve
been having a bad headache recently and I need something to help
with it.”

“Why yes, I do happen to have some herbs that can help with
that. But in exchange for that, I’d like your help on my journey. I need
to take this truckload to Nepal on foot so it’d be great to have an extra
hand.” The monster thought for a moment.

“Sounds alright, I haven’t had a good hike in the past few years.”

Yangdon was amazed that it worked but couldn’t just stop there
and do nothing. He went back and grabbed the medicine and offered
it to his new companion and the two began pulling the supplies along.
Soon, the two made more progress and Yangdon and his monster
friend were having more fun interacting with one another by telling
stories and playing games. In the span of two weeks or so they were
already almost to their final destination. Yangdon fell asleep, content.

158

***

A voice called out to Yangdon in his dream. It was the monk.

“Yangdon, end your journey. It’s better to turn back than
continue laboring my friend,” the dream monk said, making Yangdon
a bit conflicted. It seemed he had the option to go back but he was
starting to alter his opinion about the journey.

“It’s fine, I can complete the journey with no issue.” He replied.
But the monk seemed to become unfittingly angry.

“No, I insist you end your adventures. There is no more need
to continue, leave my body where you are and go back.” The monk
and Yangdon went back and forth until Yangdon realized what was
happening and took action.

“Begone, illusion!” He said and the dream disappeared as
he jolted awake. He noticed his friend in a clash with another being
outside. He grabbed a lantern and charged out, knocking the other
being over. It seemed to be another demon intent on eating the monk’s
body, but luckily Yangdon and his friend were able to stop them. The
two returned to bed, happy and safe.

The two would finally arrive at the village after a few more
hours of travel. Though the monk did not revive, Yangdon was still
content. He decided to get a good meal from the town while his friend
departed, hoping to see each other again someday. Yangdon gave
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the monk’s teachings to the local monastery so they could be used
somehow, feeling truly blessed after. He would rest in the town for a
few days.

A few days later, a baby was born in the village. It seemed the
monk had returned to finish the job.
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Microaggression
by Esther Yang

“You speak good English considering that you’re Korean!”
It is a common exclamation I hear on a daily basis. From teachers
to priests, from friends’ parents to strangers, I’ve been hearing this
comment from my in groups and out groups, primary groups and
secondary groups. Whenever I hear someone say this to me, I wonder
if the person is trying to be racist towards me. I am Korean-American,
born and raised in New Jersey. English is my first language, so of
course, I am fluent in it. But, I guess, not everyone knows this about
me. The people who “compliment” me on my English do seem to be
truly and purely surprised. So I usually doubt that they are trying to be
racist towards me, but if they aren’t being racist, what are they being?

They are being microaggressive. Microaggression is “when
people’s biases against marginalized groups reveal themselves in a way
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that leaves their victims feeling uncomfortable or insulted” (DemondHarris). Those who use microaggressive statements usually don’t
mean to be overtly racist, sexist, or homophobic. They usually don’t
intend to be rude. But the reality is what it is: it does hurt people’s
feelings.

The teacher who commented on my English probably didn’t
mean to make me feel uncomfortable in any way. She was a fantastic
teacher—kind and smart. However, in a lot of TV shows, or any media,
it’s common for an Asian person or character to be portrayed as
speaking broken English. Though this isn’t true, those only exposed to
these false representations may start to believe that all Asians speak
broken English. This is an example of implicit bias. According to the
University of California, San Francisco, “Everyone holds unconscious
beliefs about race, ethnicity, gender, weight, religion, and many other
characteristics” (Premack and Ward). The key point is that these beliefs
are created unconsciously. Anything can take part in the creation of
these overgeneralized assumptions. It may be a TV show, a movie, the
news, in groups, or out groups. People who belong in certain groups,
perhaps a primary group, may be more inclined to believe whatever
the group believes. For instance, if a family believes that White people
are “better” than Black people, the person who grew up in that family
may be more likely to grow up into a racist. This is a choice, as not
everyone from a racist family, is racist. However, if someone never had
a personal connection to a person with that particular characteristic,
what more do they have to believe than what everyone tells them
about that group of people, especially if the group is so powerful—
like family? This implicit bias is what causes microaggression. Once
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you see someone that goes against what you assumed of that group of
people, it isn’t wrong to be surprised, though sometimes it’s better to
keep that to yourself.

I am a victim of microaggression, but I have to admit, I do it
too. And no, I am not racist; I am not sexist; I am not homophobic;
I am not Islamaphobic. I am not anything that treats other people
poorly. I am a strong believer in equal rights amongst races. I am a
supporter of feminism. I accept all sexual orientations and religions.
But despite all the things I am, I still say microaggressive things.

My words and actions happen unconsciously, when I am not
fully aware of what I’m saying or doing (Martin). What ignites these?
My implicit biases. The news channels tell me a Muslim person hijacked
a plane. Facebook tells me a Black man raped a girl. Law and Order
tells me that a transgender woman stabbed a person who used to treat
her poorly. Do I think that all Muslims are terrorists, all Black men
are rapists, and all transgender people long for revenge on society?
Absolutely not. These thoughts disgust me. But do I still get nervous
around a Muslim man with a big suitcase at the airport? Yes. Do I still
clench my purse and walk faster when I see a black man with a hood
on at night? Yes. Do I still feel queasy around a transgender woman
looking around the mall anxiously? Yes. Do I sound like a hypocrite?
Probably.

This is why microaggression is so powerful. I do everything
against my beliefs because of the implicit biases I have been exposed
to by consumed media. I have to stop to think right after I realize that
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what I did may have offended someone. I ask myself each time, “Why
did I just do that? Why did I feel what I felt just now?” I feel ashamed
every time I do this. I want to run to the person and apologize. But not
everyone chooses to do, or know of this kind of reflecting (Dastagir).

I think that it is impossible for a person to live morally correct
all of the time. That’s life: everyone makes mistakes. Is it ever okay to
offend someone? No, it isn’t. But do I try to redeem myself by reflecting
on my mistakes? I do. Does everyone do this? Unfortunately, they
don’t. While Googling some ways I can apologize for my actions, I came
across an article, which encourages people to apologize immediately
after you realize that what you did or said was microaggressive. It also
talks about how you should never apologize for offending someone
because it “is an attempt to validate your own comment by implying
that the other person just reacted poorly” (Premack and Ward).
If I apologize properly, the person who felt offended will probably
understand. I know this from experience.

Racism is one of the biggest social issues tied to
microaggressions. These days, I turn on CNN on my phone and once a
week I see articles tied to police brutality against Black people. I know
that this issue is not to be thought of lightly, but once in a while I
wonder if people are over exaggerating. Not exaggerating the impact,
but the intent. In my Society and Culture class, we read an article,
“Justice Is Blind. Sometimes, So Is Prejudice” which talks about how
our brains are categorizing machines that use our implicit biases to
separate people (Gross). In the case of police officers, they probably
categorize Black people with those who are more likely to commit a
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crime. To society, this may seem like racism. But is it? This brings back
the idea of implicit bias and microaggression.

In the United States, Black people do commit more crimes
(Saxon). For a police officer, the role expectation is that they should
question those who cause or may cause a crime. But society, not being
aware enough of microaggression yet, only considers this racism,
faulting the police officer. This may lead to role strain where a police
officer does not stop a person they suspect may commit a crime.
Equality wise, this might seem like the right thing to do. However,
when considering the expected duty of this role, the officer may be
failing in fulfilling the role he possesses.

Issues like these that are caused because of the lack of
awareness of microaggression leads to more social problems. Though
everything depends on individuals’ personalities and choices, what
would benefit society as a whole is the effort to understand. Of course,
if a Black person is driving and a White police officer stops him, they
may feel insulted. But if the Black person understands the White police
officer’s implicit biases and role expectations, things may end better.
This applies to the police officer as well. If the Black driver is in fact not
a criminal, the officer should understand that it may be offensive and
apologize appropriately.

This is the same with any microaggressive scenarios. For me,
I understand that the teacher who “praised” my English probably was
never introduced to a Korean-American before, and probably had
implicit biases about Asian Americans. This understanding allowed me
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to not resent my teacher. Though I would have had better memories
of her if she apologized, I understand that she was probably not aware
of the importance of apologizing. Maybe it was her choice not to but
there is nothing I can do about this.

Microaggression and implicit biases are not excuses for
racists, sexists, homophobes, Islamophobes, or any other group that
discriminates against others. However, there are clear indicators that
differentiate racism and microaggressions—like language and attitude.
This is why I believe that it is important for people to inform each other
of how to notice, reflect on, and apologize when microaggressions
happen. I also believe that the awareness of microaggression can help
people choose to reflect on and apologize for being microaggressive.
There is also an area for someone to realize that the implicit biases they
have are not true, so that they’re words and/or actions are influenced
by them. Hopefully, the spread of awareness of microaggression can
remedy this situation where the difference of microaggressions and
racism isn’t obvious to everyone.
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Just Another Love Poem
by Albert Oh

They say the world turns upside down when you’re in love
And my, it truly did

How beautiful it is today and every day
It’s simply illuminating, in our paradise together

I thought our ugly love couldn’t exist in such a dazzling world
But now, I’m not so sure

In our world full of sunshine and rainbows
I think we can belong, happy and free

It’s our world after all, a place where we can make love
No one’s here but us, no one will bother us
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In this promised land it doesn’t matter where we go or are
Everywhere we’ll be free from judgement and scorn

Here, your body’s mine and solely mine
I can show my love for you

You and I, we share warmth under the grand sky
Together we become one

It doesn’t matter what anyone ever says
This is a place for us to be us

But if I could ever dream a dream
I’ve always had one deep inside

That the other world could be one where happiness is eternal and all is bliss
That’s all I want and all I could ever need

Although for a gay man in a straight world
I guess my love was wrong all along
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A Mask Good Enough
by John Hotra

My utter failure lays on my decaying wooden desk as I chip
a corner, removing too much, undoing weeks of careful detailing in
the wood that I can barely even afford. I carve another line just above
the brow as my doubt builds up into an overflowing pile. Why am I
wasting months of my life designing a piece of art that no one will even
glance at, much less buy, when I could churn out 300 simple masks
in half the time? I smooth over the teeth of the mask as the thought
grows in my head. Maybe I should make a different mask with a color
more vibrant and digestible. I wouldn’t want it to be too complex and
intricate for a customer with the taste of a toddler. It was a tried and
true formula for making abhorrent amounts of money for the low cost
of my soul and sanity. I put the new piece on the shelf of my store,
and immediately, someone goes to buy it, pushing away thousands of
hours of design and work for a shiny toy.
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My new design sits on my recently purchased white ash
workbench as I lazily carve the same pattern again to sell to a customer.
I ponder if the money was even worth it as a familiar sight catches my
eye. I see a fellow carver working by hand in his dingy hut, with his
cheap iron tools and a satisfied grin on his face as he paints the last
corner. How could he be so satisfied with so little wealth? He must’ve
worked for months on a mask that wouldn’t even sell! Why would he
spend so much time and effort carving a story or design that no one
would ever see or understand? Then I see him hang his mask on his
wall. It had no price underneath and I suddenly understood. He did
not make this mask for profit, he made it for himself as I had once
done. He had made a piece of art, not a piece of merchandise.

I give the finishing touches to my new mask, a detailed story
with a few scratches and dents. The clamor of customers dies down to
silence as the last of the gaudy, uninspired masks fly off the shelves. I
hang my latest mask on my wall and examine something more valuable
than a thousand sales. Art.
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The Grimm Story
by Nicholas Beaty

“Grimm tracks,” Davolm Moonstone said, “ Heading south
farther into No Man’s Land.” Moonstone and his party had been
tracking the Grimm through No Man’s Land, a desolate area devoid
of almost all life. Moonstone was an elf. A High elf to be exact. Taller
than most humans, Moonstone had short-cropped brown hair, light
elegant skin, with blue eyes full of kindness and a bit of mischief. The
Grimm had managed to make it past Duraria’s large wall and captured
some humans, which is weird because they usually killed people
instead of capturing them. Moonstone, being the famous wizard he
was, volunteered to rescue these people. “Come guys, we still have yet
to catch them.”

For half a month Moonstone and his troop, Cortorin a brownhaired half-elf with a big nose, Borris a red-headed human, and Agatar
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a black-haired half-orc, had tracked the creatures of Grimm, foul
monstrosities only created for one thing: killing. Grimm resembled
normal creatures, like bears, birds, and wolves, except they had black,
leathery skin, and bone fragments often forming spikes or armor
plates. Claws as sharp as swords, but brains as dull as rocks, Grimm
emanated dark auras. The creatures of Grimm were also attracted to
negative energy, meaning one Grimm creating fear attracted more.
Slowly the group had been catching up. For about another half a
month, they continued to follow the tracks and eventually were led to
the Realm of Darkness.

Here, all sorts of Grimm emerged from black bubbling pits of
tar, known as the Pools of Grimm, and it was here these poor captives
had been taken to. The Realm of Darkness was full of cliffs and ravines,
with dark jagged spikes of solidified pools jutting out everywhere.
Here, the sun was dimmed to a tenth of its shine, leaving the black
ground dark and cold. Very carefully, they pushed onward.

Eventually, after being led through the harsh wastelands, they
were led to a large pool of Grimm. A path led up the side of a cliff, where
a large pack of Grimm herding people could be seen. Several Ursai,
resembling bears, and Beowolves, resembling wolves, held a group of
terrified humans hostage. From the midst of them, the largest Grimm
Davolm had never seen was walking on its hind legs, holding a woman
in his massive fist as he neared the edge of the cliff. Looking down, it
dropped her off the edge, her shrieks cutting off almost instantly as
she plunged into the foul liquid. The captives cried out in fear, causing
several large Manticore Grimm to circle overhead, attracted to the fear.
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“As soon as I cast my spell, launch your attack. My fireball
should kill most of them, so get ready to destroy the survivors,” The
wizard said. Before he could launch his fireball, the woman that had
been tossed off climbed out of the pool. Her skin and hair were pure
white with black lines where her veins were, and her eyes glowed red
like all other Grimm. Dripping with the tar, she faced the group.

“Impossible, the pools should destroy anything that is in them
other than the Grimm,” He said. But this woman was no longer human,
and instead a Grimm-Human hybrid, a zombie Grimm. It shrieked
and charged, ready to destroy them. Moonstone quickly launched a
fireball at the main pack. The explosion disintegrated most of them.
One of Moonstone’s companions shot a beam of crackling energy that
killed the zombie. The large, unidentifiable Grimm had survived and
quickly shoved all the humans off the edge and into the pool.

“NO!” Davolm shouted as they all plunged into the tar.

The Manticores all launched a barrage of fireballs upon the
group, and their explosions lifted Moonstone off his feet. He crashed
to the beach of the pool, and half of his face splashed into the tar. It
seared like fire and froze like ice at the same time. As he screamed out
in pain, he tried to push himself away, and instead dipped his arm in.
As he rolled around in pain, he looked at his hand. It was purely white,
with black veins. His arm was white as well, but only up to his elbow.

He staggered to his feet, ears still ringing from the blast, and
looked around. Half his vision was blurry and he swayed back and forth.
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The entirety of the captives, now zombies, roamed around aimlessly.
Cortorin was just a burnt husk, being hit by the torrent. Borris had been
struck down mercilessly by a Beowolf, and Agatar scooped him up and
tried to escape. From out of the sky, a giant Nevermore shot massive
feathers from its wings like a machine gun, impaling them both.

“No,” Moonstone gasped weakly, reaching out into the air. His
vision blurred and he collapsed, out one last wheezing breath before
the darkness took him.

_______________________________________________

Darkness all around him, Moonstone floated in the void.

‘Between life and death, he thought. Memories flooded his
mind, memories of his best friend (insert name) and his goddaughter,
Amara. They were his friends, no, family. Countless humans who
had died of old age, ones he had saved over the course of 300 years
and befriended, pushed through his thoughts. They thanked them
for helping them reach old age, to have descendants, and they called
to him, beckoning him to join them in the afterlife. People he had
helped… He started to drift off, going to join them. People he had
saved… Finally, he could relax, be at peace. People he had befriended…
He stopped at the gates of heaven. A choice… It rang through his mind.
He looked behind him, at the world he was leaving. He realized this
didn’t have to be the end. He could still help people, he could still live,
and continue to teach Amara the ways of wizardry. Live, go home, be
with the people he loved, or finally be at peace after all those hard
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years. As tempting as it was, life was better. He was not done.

_______________________________________________

Gasping, he woke on the beach of the pool. Half his face felt
like it had been in a vat of acid. Painfully, he sat up and looked around.
Agatar and Borris were still impaled to the ground and Cortorin was
still charred. Strangely, the Grimm in the area ignored him. The pain
now dulled to a throb, he pondered about the pool. Perhaps it was some
sort of solution that transformed humans into Grimm but didn’t kill
them? Either that or it was some dark magic never heard off. Or both.

He wandered the land and possibly because he was part
Grimm, they ignored him. He didn’t need food or water. Grimm didn’t.
For half a year he wandered about and eventually found himself at
the great wall. Using a spell to disguise his face, he entered his home
kingdom, bringing the news he had failed the mission. He returned
home and continued to train his goddaughter, Amara Larona, in the
ways of wizardry. However, the spell that disguised the Grimm portion
of his body started to affect him. Slowly, Moonstone succumbed to the
Grimm, becoming angry all the time, and eventually, he snapped.
Moonstone went on a rampage, setting fire to buildings and killing
those who stood in his way. He smashed down the Larona house
door and made quick work of Amara’s parents. When Amara tried to
escape, he attacked her. Knocking her down, he lowered his disguise.
Half his face was purely white, and the eye was glowing red like all the
Grimm. His whole arm was also completely white, with black veins on
the underside, and his fingernails were like Grimm claws. Frightened,
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Amara stared at the horrific sight.

Quickly, Moonstone swiped his claws arm across her face,
slashing her eyes and ruining her vision. She cried out and tried to
crawl away. Fire erupted in his hands and he said to her, his voice deep
and gravelly, “Prepare to die Amara. Your noble line is now finished.”
Reacting to his voice, Amara twisted in his direction and cast a spell
that caused a huge gust of wind. Moonstone smashed through the wall
and out of the building, landing on the ground with a thud. Angrily, he
summoned meteors that slammed into the Larona manor, destroying
it instantly.

Several hours later, Moonstone stood on a hill overlooking the
city, viewing the destruction. Flames were everywhere, some buildings
were already reduced to rubble and people lay dead in the streets. Flying
Grimm circled the air, attracted to the negative energy produced by the
destruction. He took one last look at the Larona manor, turned around,
and headed towards the capital, a large, maniacal smile on his face.
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