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Epilogue

“And the world never seemed to run out of monsters.”
― Angela Panayotopulos, The Wake Up

Prologue: Flee

Orsclick was very close. As she looked back over her shoulder, she could see his large, grey wings violently flapping in the air, trying to close the distance between them. Out of the corner of her eye, she could make out the glare of his crissum. She had to lose him, even if that meant she took cover amongst the trees. With her own bright red plumage, she was an easy target.

Sirenna was quicker and a lot younger, but there was still no way that she could escape him. Captain Orsclick was one of her father’s best knights. His covey status was legendary. This was real. There were a great many of his prey he had cut down with his infamous serrated crissum. All it would take is one swift slice, and he could bring her down rather quickly. Whatever bounty he was being paid must have been considerable.

Orsclick was closing in, and she had no choice. She would have to use the Greywood to escape and to slow him down. She just hoped it would give Evelyn enough time. Orsclick called out, taunting her. 

“It’s futile. You know I will catch you, little sprout!” 

She took a deep breath and tried to stay focused. She couldn’t let him get inside her head. You can do this! Sirenna dive bombed very low through a clearing of branches, then veered right down into a series of pines. She hoped this would give her momentary cover. 

She quickly extended her long legs out, prepared for a series of side steps. She was going too fast and was in too much of a hurry to make a more graceful landing. As soon as she established her footing with the approaching ground, she immediately started to sprint. She tucked her wings back into her shoulder blades and quickly looked back over her shoulder.

Good, there was no sign of him. He was much larger and a bit slower. She quickly flanked through the trees as she made her way to the sound of the stream. She may be able to get some coverage with her wings hidden now. Unfortunately, she was now on foot, and Captain Orsclick was much quicker on his feet than in the air.

Sirenna dashed the water. There was still no sign of him coming. As she reached the bank, she scanned the scene. She was on the verge of hyperventilating when she heard the sound of wings fluttering from above. She quickly ducked down low behind a bramble bush in anticipation.

Orsclick’s hulking figure landed knee deep in the stream about ten yards from her. He still wore his helmet as he tucked in his large wingspread. He sniffed the air, trying to pick up her scent. Sirenna moved closer into the foliage. She hoped that the brambleberries would cover her scent.

“You can’t hide, sprout. I will find you.” 

He moved closer to the brambleberry bush as he eyed the branches. Sirenna held her breath as he reached his gloved hand into the branches. Suddenly, he pulled his hand out with a fist full of brambleberries. He gently sat his crissum against the edge of the bush, as he tilted his head back and violently shoved a mouthful of berries into his throat. 

Sirenna saw her opportunity as she swiftly snatched the handle of the crissum and drove the blade into Orsclick's armpit. Being the only chink in the armor, the blade cut deep into his flesh. Sirenna shoved the blade with such force that it almost went completely out the other armpit.

Orsclick’s reaction was just as quick as he grabbed her throat with his feeding glove and lifted her into the air. His other hand seemed unable to function with his own blade embedded in his side. His eyes glared at Sirenna as he gasped for air. Suddenly, he dropped her back down and stumbled backward off the bank into the stream. With his good hand, he slowly slid the crissum back out of his side with a series of wheezing and coughing.

Sirenna watched in horror as he removed the bloody crissum from his armpit. The heavy blade dropped into the flowing stream at his feet. Orsclick slowly bent down to retrieve his weapon when he keeled over, face down into the water with a loud splash. He lay motionless as she approached him.

She watched intently for several moments to make sure he wasn’t playing possum. When she was sure he was dead, she finally let out a sigh of relief. She reached down to retrieve his crissum, but alas, he was partially lying atop the handle. On his side, she spied a hand axe and quickly removed it from its holster.

She was almost out of breath as she staggered to the edge of the water. She squatted down and extended her neck forward. Sirenna took a few moments to steal a few sips of water before continuing across the water to search for Evelyn. She prayed that her sister was still alive.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1:

[image: ]


The Turtle

Thelma and Herb Lutz were driving down West Sabine on their way to breakfast. It was their usual morning routine. They would sit at the same table, have a cup of coffee, and a bran muffin. Sometimes they would have cranberry juice. Herb was a retired real estate agent who had made a pretty penny when he was much younger.

Thelma was a 2nd grade schoolteacher who taught at a challenging inner-city school. At the age of forty-four, Herb had a massive stroke and was partly paralyzed. Because of his condition, Thelma was forced to take an extended leave of absence and take care of him while he went through a difficult year of recovery. 

Soon after, they both left the city and retired to Meadowlark. Even though they were sleeven, most faigal liked the Lutzes. They were the pleasant elderly couple who were always together. They started the day like any other and would have probably ended the same, except one variable was different. Thelma spied a turtle in the middle of the road.

She was concerned because she knew it wouldn’t be quick enough to make it across the road, even though traffic was light in a small town. Large supply trucks frequently sped down Sabine and Martin streets at frantic speeds. This reckless attitude led to a large number of roadkill and critter displacement.  Herb, who was driving, hadn’t noticed; in fact, he passed right over the turtle. It wasn’t until Thelma tapped him. 

“Herb, that poor turtle!” 

“What?” 

“We just drove over it, dear!” 

Herb was already starting to pull the car over on the side of the road. 

“Where is it?” 

Thelma looked back and pointed to a tiny lump that had moved slightly to the right. Herb eagerly put on his brakes and unbuckled his seat. He then leaned over and kissed her gently on the cheek.

“I'll be right back.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“Fear not, malady, I will rescue the little guy!”

“You be careful, Herb.” 

“Yes, ma’am!”

Herb then proceeded to get out and trek back about 10 yards till he was standing right above the small terrapin. He bent down carefully and addressed the turtle. 

“This is your lucky day, friend!”

He put his palm under the turtle’s tail end and gently scooped it up. As he stood up, he looked about for the best place to transplant the creature. He eyed a clump of trees to the right side of the road’s shoulder. He walked across the road to a patch of elm trees. He could hear the singing cicadas against a backdrop of sparrow chirping. He took a deep breath and inhaled the fresh morning air. He carefully stepped through the tall grass till he was about two feet from the tree line.

As he carefully placed it back on the ground, he became aware of a sudden silence. The cicadas and birds were no longer making any sound. Even the wind was ominously still as if it were waiting for something to arrive. Herb slowly scanned the clump of trees in front of him as if he himself could feel a perverse darkness closing in on him. Thelma was waiting for him to walk back across when she herself heard the deafening silence. 

“What’s wrong, Herb?”

Herb’s head swiveled towards Thelma at the sound of her voice, but then quickly back at the tree line. There she stood. It was like she just appeared out of nowhere. A tall, languid female had emerged from the woods. She had wild golden hair that was so long it almost touched her knees. She was without clothing, but her long hair obstructed the view of her body. Her overall bizarre appearance was so shocking that he didn’t seem to notice her lack of clothing. 

Her skin discolored to an almost anti-hue, with blotches of grey over almost translucent skin. It appeared as though, if one looked hard enough, one could actually see her inner organs at work. She wore an unusually wide grin that almost stretched from ear to ear. Her large lips were stretched thin across her face to frame an alarming set of teeth. A thin stream of saliva dripped past her lips. Her mouth widened to allow a three-pronged tentacle-like object to slide out from the back of her throat. Herb could only surmise she possessed multiple tongues.

Herb whispered gently. “Sweet Jesus.”

She tilted her head slightly, and he could see her alien eyes. They were white, with small black pools in the center that resembled tiny watery pupils. They appeared dilated with just a touch of madness. Nevertheless, they were mesmerizing. She was staring directly into his eyes when a sudden dark fear overcame him. Suddenly, he couldn’t move; it was as if he could feel her thoughts whispering inside his head. Herb could hear Thelma scream as though from a great distance instead of from the other side of the road. 

“Get away from that woman, something's not right with her!”

Before he had time to react, a long segmented arm reached out from her side. Long, talon-like bony fingers snaked around his neck. A second arm grabbed his right elbow, then a third arm seemed to come from nowhere, grasping the collar of his shirt. All her fingers were cold and claw-like as she pulled him toward her. He stumbled forward, falling on his knees. As soon as he hit the ground, it was as if he were awakened from a dream. 

He quickly tore away from her grasp and turned away from her stare in an attempt to flee on his hands and knees. He started to crawl away, as the strange woman began to make odd, deep, inhuman clicking sounds.

Thelma stared in horror out the window at the sight of her husband on the ground. The odd woman squatted over Herb like some sort of feral beast. At that moment, she reminded Thelma of a spider toying with its prey. The long-haired specter glanced toward the car. For a brief moment, both women made eye contact.

Herb was almost to the edge of the road. However, she was quick and very strong, as she straddled him with her multiple appendages. She extended her arms, wrapped her fingers around his ankles, and started to pull him backward. Herb fell on his stomach and began to claw at the grassy dirt. His fingers dug into clumps of crab grass in an act of resistance.

Herb made a gallant effort; however, his attacker was strong and cunning. He felt two hands dig into both his shoulders as well as around his ankles. He felt himself being dragged backwards. Herb's eyes met Thelma, and he desperately called. 

“Run, damn it, run!” 

It happened so quickly that by the time Thelma got out of her seatbelt and opened the car door, the bizarre woman had succeeded in dragging Herb back into the overbrush of trees. Thelma called after him in futility. 

“Herb? Herb?”

There was no answer. Thelma, in a panic, stumbled forward on her knees, but quickly rose. One of those big trucks was passing. She had to wait for it before she could cross. As soon as it did pass, she couldn’t see anything. She staggered forward with her bad knees, as quickly as they would allow. She was about a yard away from crossing the road when she suddenly heard a single horrifying scream from the trees, and her response was instant. 

“You leave him alone!

As the old woman reached the shoulder, she saw the trail of finger marks that Herb’s fingers left in the dirt, and a deep pit rose in her stomach. She suddenly felt sick. 

“Herb?”

Thelma was almost pleading as she blindly stuck her head through the branches of the thicket. She half expected to see him bloody and hurt. As she looked, she could see nothing. It was like it didn’t even happen. 

“Please don’t take my Herb!”

Willet suddenly walked across the tall grass to where the turtle lay. In all the melee, it was knocked over on its back. The young girl carefully picked up the turtle and proceeded to carry it into the underbrush. 

Thelma couldn’t see Willet, so she passed directly by the old woman and stepped beyond the threshold of the trees. Willet looked at the ground for signs of a struggle. She looked about for the old man, but there was no sign of any life. It was as if hunter and prey had both vanished into thin air. Willet looked back at Thelma’s face; she was frantically screaming now. So much so that her voice was growing hoarse. 

Willet had seen them before. They were regulars at the diner. She never really sat and talked to them much. Tori knew them quite well; they were almost like family to her. She soberly closed her eyes and called out to the sky. 

“Lady, please stop screaming!”

When Willet opened her eyes, she was still in class. Her head was down on the desk. Apparently, she had fallen asleep. Spittle had run down from the side of her mouth. Her lips were now stuck to her textbook. Startled, she quickly sat up, ripping the page. A tiny piece of paper remained on her upper lip as she tried to look normal.

Mrs. Armage eyed Willet crossly. She had been warned about sleeping in class before.  Just by her expression, she knew Willet had fallen asleep. Mrs. Armage was new to Talomore, but she was well known in New Essex. She had transferred just in time for the new semester. She reminded Willet of one of those adults who try to show how much in control they are, but end up looking a bit incompetent. She had probably been a bit socially awkward in school, but loved books. She obviously had gotten along with her teachers growing up. She was like a mini headmistress in training.

She walked silently toward Willet without speaking. It was a classic intimidation tactic that authority figures used to try to create anxiety in the student, and it was working. Willet was a bit nervous. Finally, she stopped about 2 feet from her. With a white yardstick, she extended her arm and tapped on the edge of Willet's desk. 

“Ms. Swift, what was the meaning of that?” 

It wasn’t the conversation she was expecting. “Mrs. Armage?” 

“Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about!”

“What did I do?”

“I see it on the floor by your feet.” 

At this moment, Willet really had no idea what the woman was talking about. She curiously peered down at her shoes. At first, she didn’t see a thing, then she gasped in shock. Right by her book bag was the turtle crawling around. She was so startled she jerked back in her chair, almost tipping over. Willet exclaimed in frustration. 

“Crap!”

“Our policy is not to bring pets to school.” 

There was a hushed laughter from the class. Willet didn’t bother looking around at her classmates. Most of them were freshmen anyway. She quickly looked back at the teacher. 

“I don’t know where it came from; it doesn’t belong to me!”  

This wasn’t exactly true. In fact, she had a pretty good idea where it came from. The teacher countered, “Perhaps it followed you to school this morning!”

There was more laughter. Mrs. Armage quickly snapped her stick on Willet's desk again and this time addressed the class. “Silence!”

There was a slight shift in the teacher's mood, as if she may have believed Willet... sort of. Her tone softened.

“Would you please remove that thing from my class so we can continue, Ms. Swift?”

“Yes, Mrs. Armage, right away!”

Willet got her book bag and carefully lifted the turtle by its shell and raced out of the classroom.
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Leaving Campus

––––––––
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WILLET WAS FRANTIC as she nervously placed the turtle in her bookbag. She was careful not to jostle it as she had to figure out where to dispose of the thing. She knew where she wanted to place it, but Mother Hazel would have a conniption if she walked off campus. Not to mention, her mother would be horrified if she were to walk to an active crime scene.

However, Mr. Lutz's disappearance had just happened, so it was not common knowledge. Thelma would be on her way to the police, either she was driving, or someone had picked her up. The area where it happened wasn’t that far from the school. By the time she had reached the sidewalk, she had all but decided to leave. She was passing through the parking lot to reduce the risk of looking suspicious when a car horn sounded. 

Willet looked up, startled, as the black convertible stopped a few inches from striking her. Raven was behind the wheel with her signature black top hat. She reminded Willet of the Cheshire cat with her devious grin.

Her usual group of sycophants was riding with her. Cousin Phoebe was in the back seat, along with Iris Van Warren. Iris was one of those conservative-raised evangelicals who had a reputation for being wilder than most of her non-secular peers. Some would say it was because of the pressure of being the mayor’s daughter. Raven’s eyes almost twinkled as she addressed Willet. 

“You were this close to being roadkill. You'd better watch where you step, Swift!”

She extended her black painted nails out the window and snapped them obscenely. Willet tried to act cool, but deep down her heart was still racing. 

“You know this is a parking lot, not the drag strip?”

“You must have mistaken me for someone who gives a damn!”


Willet swung her bag onto her shoulder and headed back toward the entrance. 

“Whatever.”


“School is in the other direction?”

“Hey Raven, can you keep a secret?”

“Yeah!”

“Well, so can I.”

Willet continued until she was at the corner. She glanced back at the parked convertible. Raven and her cronies were watching her leave campus. Great, what else could go wrong?

“Where are you going, Eve?”

Willet nervously spun around. She had forgotten about Jonas and his daily perch. There he was, sitting in that tree looking down at her. He wasn’t making it any easier for her to be discreet.

“It’s a long story.”

“You're not leaving campus, are you?” 

“Well, kind of.”

“By yourself?”

He immediately hopped down and started walking toward her. He removed his headphones from his neck and placed them in his own bag. Willet glanced back at Raven's car and then looked at him curiously. 

“What do you think you are doing?”

“I’m going with you.”

Willet furrowed her brow. “Oh no, you’re not!”

“Look, it’s against the new ordinance, and it's not safe for you to go by yourself.”

The situation was already hectic. The last thing she needed was to be seen by Raven talking to Jonas. It may cause serious social issues if word had gotten around. 

“Maybe I'm waiting for a ride.”

“I’ll wait with you.” 

“Look, it's just a boring trip.” 

“What do you have in the bag?”

“It's my lunch.” 

“It's moving.”

Willet impatiently unzipped her book bag and held it out for him to see. 

“Are you happy?”

“That’s a turtle!”

“Really, I thought it was a pencil box.”

Willet turned away and quickly headed toward the road. She was irritated now.

“You're not allowed to bring pets to school.”

“It's not mine, Sherlock!” 

“Where did you get it?”

“I told you; it’s a long story.”

“Well, I'd like to hear about it.”

“What makes you think I want to tell you?”

Jonas suddenly stopped walking as if he were wounded. “Fine!” 

Willet turned around, frustrated. “Look, just leave me alone.”

“I thought we were friends.”

“Friends? Our families hate each other; they have been trying to wipe each other out for ages. Did you really think we could be friends?”

Willet stopped as she saw a glimpse of Jae pass into the quad on her way back to class. A sobering memory of a similar conversation she had with Jae echoed in her mind. Jonas almost had tears in his eyes as he turned away.  

“Sorry, I won't bother you anymore!”

Willet quickly continued on her course; she didn’t have much time. The streets were clear as she ran across the street. When she reached the other side, she looked back at the parking lot. Jonas was gone. Willet expressed a deep, painful sigh and started to sprint as she travelled down the edge of the overpass. 

Raven watched the entire scene unfold from the parking lot. As she studied her wounded brother, a smile slowly spread across her face. She focused her attention on the young girl running down the side of the road to the intersection of West Sabine and Martin.
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Crime Scene

––––––––
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WILLET KNEW SHE HAD arrived at the area because she could see the car as she approached. She wouldn’t have much time before the police removed her. She carefully walked about the edge of the trees, trying to sense something unusual. There was a strange scent in the air. She couldn’t quite place it exactly. It felt like being deceived. She suddenly looked down and saw the clawed earth. She bent down and touched the dirt with her fingertips. She immediately had an image of the old man being dragged into the trees. 

It remained unusually silent. All Willet could hear was the faintest hint of a breeze. It was eerily peaceful. She remembered the turtle in her bag. As she unzipped her bag, she started to hear police sirens. She reached into her book bag and pulled out the fat turtle, who was eager to return to its habitat after a bumpy ordeal in her book bag. She was about to place it down when a large white car with flashing lights pulled right beside her. 

She heard an intercom from inside the vehicle address her. “Don’t move, slowly rise to your feet with your arms extended over your head, then turn around.”

She rose to her feet to confront the driver. She was slightly panicked as she held out her hands. She still had the turtle in her left hand. Its legs kicked in the air as it struggled to get down. 

“What’s that in your left hand?”

“A turtle, sir.” 

“A what?”

Willet could feel her breathing increase as the door opened. It was Constable Fletcher; he wore a harsh stare as he considered Willet. 

“We have to stop meeting like this, Ms. Swift!” Willet remained silent. “Why are you not in school?”  

“My teacher told me to return this turtle to the wild.” 

“A turtle?

“Yes, can I put it down?”

“And your teacher told you to leave during school hours? Why here, of all places?” 

“I don’t understand.”

“This is a very indistinguishable piece of land, almost two miles from your school. There are plenty of other wooded areas to return your turtle, if that is indeed the truth.” 

“Well, its home is near a pond behind those trees.”

“Those trees?”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I didn’t say that, but it's very curious.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“How long have you been here?” 

“I just got here a minute ago.” 

“Did you see or hear anything unusual?” 

Willet tried to play ignorant. “Not really, what’s happening?”

“This very spot you have chosen to release your friend is part of a possible crime scene.” 

Willet did her best to look surprised. “Crime scene, did someone die?” 

“That is not your concern. I must ask you to step back against the car.”

“What did I do?”

“I don’t need you contaminating this area.” 

“Can I put the turtle down now?”

“Let me see it!”  

“Why?” 

“Just hand it to me!”

“Be careful, it's really scared.”

The officer collected the creature from her hand. He then motioned to one of his deputies. The slightly younger guy was Hal Dresden. He was new to town and pretty much kept to himself. He had a habit of not really looking anyone in the eye.

Every time Willet had seen him, he was wearing shades. Today was no different. It gave him a very impersonal coldness. However, she hadn’t seen him act in any negative way as of yet. As Hal approached, Fletcher turned to him. 

“I need you to drive this child back to school and escort her to her classroom.”

He nodded blankly. “Yes sir!”

Willet protested. “Really, is that necessary?”

“You're lucky I don’t take you in for violating the town ordinance. No one is allowed to be by themselves away from their home until we get this thing under control.”

Willet looked at Fletcher, concerned.  “What do you need with the turtle?”

“That’s not your business!”

Willet already knew. The turtle was most likely part of Mrs. Lutz's story, thus an integral part of the crime scene. The reason Willet had to return the thing to this spot. Unfortunately, she couldn’t explain to anyone how she got hold of it without exposing herself.

As she got into the backseat of the police cruiser, she let out a plea in Fletcher’s direction. “Well, please don’t hurt it.”
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Showdown

Of course, by the time Willet returned to school, her class was long over. It was first lunch, and the quad was filled with kids. Willet was in a panic. That’s all she needed was a cop bringing her to school so everyone could see. As they pulled into the visitor parking, she leaned to the driver. Hal was listening to a country song on the radio. He was almost lost, as he silently hummed the words.

“Officer Dresden?”

“What?”

“My class is now over. Could I possibly wait to get out of the car?”

“Heck no!”

“Please, everyone will see me.”

Willet could hear the full extent of his country drawl as he answered. “You should have thought about that before you left school. What’s the name of your teacher?”

“Mrs. Armage.”

To make matters worse, the officer dialed a number on his phone. As the phone rang, Willet was visibly concerned. The quad was already abuzz with the arrival of the cruiser. Several teachers and kids stopped to stare at the vehicle from a distance. Luckily for Willet, the windows were tinted, and no one could make her out from the back seat.

When the phone finally picked up, she knew the voice immediately. A chill went up her spine. “Yes, this is headmistress Faulkner’s office. How may I help you?”

“Yes, ma’am, this is Deputy Dresden. I need to have a word with the headmistress.” 

“One moment, sir.”

Willet pleaded from the backseat. “Please, do we have to get her involved. Look, I was wrong, I learned my lesson.” 

“Quiet child!”

Within a few moments, Willet could hear Faulkner’s voice through the car speaker. 

“Yes, Deputy Dresden, this is Headmistress Faulkner. What is the problem?” 

“Yes, Ms. Faulkner, I hate to bother you, but we just picked up one of your students wandering off campus.” 

“Oh, my goodness, what were they doing off campus?” 

“I don’t know, but they were found at a possible crime scene.”

“Oh my, are they ok?”

“She is fine, but I’m very busy. I was wondering if I could escort her to your building, ma’am?”

“Please, right away.”

“We’ll be right there.” 

Willet's heart sank as the situation got more ridiculous. He clicked off the radio and promptly got out of his car. Willet reached into her book bag and pulled out a pair of sunglasses and quickly slipped them over her hazel eyes, as the officer made his way to her car door.

Willet knew that it was imperative to keep an emergency pair of shades on one's person. You never know when it will come in handy. Her current pair were Sirenna’s that she borrowed after much pleading.

When Dresden opened the door, he immediately saw the shades.  “Really?”

“You're wearing them!”

“Mine are issued.”

“Look, I'm going to be in big trouble anyway. Can I just have a modicum of dignity? Please?”

Dresden put his hands up in disgust. “What do I care, it's almost lunch?” 

While the deputy waited for her to get out of the car, she took a deep breath. She had to quickly get into character. As she stood, she allowed her mouth to make a kind of flirty pout and flipped her curly black hair with a condescending air. She had to make sure she walked with that; I don’t care stroll and just a hint of coy model aloofness. How she presented herself in the next two minutes would determine her standing on the social pecking order at school.  

As the officer led her down the sidewalk, she looked ahead. She made sure she didn’t bother to look at anyone directly. She heard the occasional gasp, or her name whispered in several variations within the crowd noise as she was escorted down the walkway.

“Who is that girl?”

“What did she do?” 

“It’s that strange Adler girl.” 

“Isn’t she the weirdo that carries a fire poker around everywhere?”

“Is she in some sort of trouble?”

For a few moments, she felt like a celebrity. She would be the talk of the campus. If she was going down, she had to appear cool at least. As Willet was led down the walkway to the entrance of the main hall, she could make out the image of the headmistress standing at the bottom of the steps. Standing beside her was her flunky secretary. Secretary Nash was a poor imitation of her boss. She wore similar dress styles and even glasses. The only difference was that Nash was actually attractive. 

The headmistress's arms were folded, and she looked carefully over the rim of her glasses. Willet could see the moment of recognition from Ms. Faulkner when she saw who the deputy was escorting. She felt a sudden lump in her throat. Willet could see her mood suddenly changed from mild concern to irritation. They were about a yard away when the headmistress loudly exclaimed. 

“Why am I not surprised?”

The deputy quickly reacted. “Excuse me?”

“Yes, well, Ms. Swift is gaining a bit of a reputation for her unruly behavior. I am not at all surprised she was picked up. She has a history of such infractions.” 

Willet bit her lip as the woman painted her, as a troubled child, to the officer.

“What do you have to say for yourself, Ms. Swift?”

“You won't believe me anyway!” 

“Silence, this is what I am talking about, Officer Dresden!” 

Suddenly, Faulkner changed gears and tilted her glasses down. Staring at the officer with the most coy expression. “Aren’t you new to our town?” 

“Yes, ma'am, I transferred from Big Surr.”

“Well, I appreciate you trying to protect us all from these horrible murders. You must be so brave!”

Willet rolled her eyes at Faulkner’s pathetic attempt at flirting. “You’ve got to be joking.”

Dresden uncomfortably excused himself. “Well, I need to be getting back to work, Ms. Faulkner.” 

The headmistress fluttered her fingers daintily in his direction. “Please don’t be a stranger, my door is always open.”

Willet let her mouth run rampant. “Maybe you’re just not his type.”

There erupted a few giggles and sneers that Faulkner tried to ignore. As soon as he was some way down the walkway, a crowd started to gather around the scene. Sensing the pressure of showing her authority, the headmistress suddenly snatched the sunglasses from Willet's face. 

“You have been told about your dress attire many times before.”

“Hey.” 

“These are mine now!”

Faulkner dropped the shades on the ground and stepped on them with her heel. There was a low, deep crunching sound as the glasses shattered under her heel. The crowd reacted with a united gasp. She removed her foot and looked at Willet, as she held back a smirk forming in the corner of her mouth. 

“You were saying?”

Faulkner was the type of authority figure who wanted to believe they were righteous and moral, so every attack she would inflict would be petty and subjectively vindictive, just enough to blur the lines, so the appearance of truth couldn’t be doubted. Ironically, the problem these types of personalities ran into was themselves.  Their main motivation was always personal on some level, and sooner or later, they would cross the line.

She was trying to get a rise out of Willet. Why else would she pull such a stunt? Her secretary and now the crowd were here as mere witnesses. Willet would have to play it cool. She couldn’t show how pissed she was. There was only so far that woman would go. She would not bite. Willet had a passive look on her face as she politely replied. 

“I believe that you just littered the school grounds, Headmistress Faulkner!”

There was a handful of chuckles from the crowd. Faulkner glared venomously at the onlookers.

“Quiet!”

It was at that moment that the older woman realized that she had overstepped her position. This young girl was making a fool of her in front of her students. Willet continued to speak. 

“After all, they belong to you now, you yourself said so. Originally, they were Aunt Sienna’s until you took them. You know, she really liked those glasses. What did you have against them? Were they not your color?” 

There was more laughter from the crowd. 

“You think you're so clever, Swift!” 

“Well, I should hope so, especially since I'm supposed to be graduating next year.” 

“A lot can happen in the course of a year.”

“Yeah, the seasons change, the flowers bloom.”

There was a stream of laughter from the crowd. With her authority now in question, she snapped at the entire crowd. 

“Silence, all of you, go back to class. Now!”

The group started to quickly disperse. Willet tried to join the crowd, hoping to blend. She had gotten only two feet away when the headmistress called after her. 

“Ms. Swift, I'm not finished with you; there is still the matter of your leaving campus!”

“My teacher asked me to return a lab animal to its habitat immediately. You can ask her yourself.”

“They might think you're cute, but I know what you really are.”

“Can I go to class before I'm tardy?”

The headmistress gritted her teeth in frustration. “This isn’t over, Swift.” 

Willet's response was quick as she quickly strolled down the sidewalk in an attempt to beat the bell. As soon as Willet was out of sight, Faulkner turned to her secretary. 

“Ms. Nash, please take care of that mess.”

She then directed Ms. Nash to the broken sunglasses that lay pulverized on the sidewalk. 
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Upon Reflection

Willet sat by the diner window, blindly staring at the empty sidewalk outside. As she sipped on her oat milkshake, she noticed shadows starting to form outside of Linnet’s. She still had almost two hours before dark. 

From the vibrant little town Willet had grown accustomed to, this was a mere shadow of itself. It felt like a ghost town. Constable Fletcher and his newly hired deputies patrolled the town in a futile attempt to restore public confidence in his abilities. It had been almost a week since Mayor Van Warren had enacted the mandatory curfew under much duress. 

Within the last three months, the number of residents gone missing rose to eleven. There didn’t seem to be any consistent pattern, as both adults and children were allegedly taken.  Willet always thought that the word allegedly sounded smug. It was like saying; this is what you said happened, but I don’t know if I believe you, even though I have no proof otherwise. Regardless, she knew the reason, as did everyone.  

The sightings of the strange naked woman were the one constant. Witnesses had described seeing a spectral thin female with multiple arms, wild hair, and a cartoony grin, either right before or right after all the victims disappeared. At first, the perpetrator's description was treated with a kind of tongue-in-cheek cynicism. That was until the latest victim was taken. Willet had unfortunately witnessed the event in one of her transitory states.

Willet took it very seriously, as she had been seeing the strange creature for some time. Willet, unlike most of the Meadowlark residents, would sometimes randomly see strange things. She herself had seen the odd woman a few times moving about town freely like a frail specter, yet had to keep her mouth shut.  On one occasion, she remembered seeing a glimpse of multiple appendages scrambling across the side of a building wall as Laraline drove them home from a school function one evening.

She sat somberly waiting for Tori to finish her shift, so she could drive her home. The plan was that twice a week, Willet would stay at Linnet’s Diner till it closed. This way, Tori wouldn’t be by herself. She would then give Willet a ride home and stay overnight. They would then head out to school the next day. Sometimes they would alternate with Tori’s home. Since Tori stayed with her uncle on a houseboat, this was quite exciting to Willet.  It reminded her of the times when she used to go sailing with her own dad.

Willet suddenly realized it had been several weeks since her mother had mentioned picking up their father's boat. She knew that was the plan, but perhaps her mother just couldn’t find anyone willing to bring it back. Willet removed the straw from her drink and began to sip the remainder. She put her glass down and let out a deep burp that echoed through the cafe. Almost immediately, she heard Tori call across the room. 

“There she blows!”

“Excuse me!”

Tori then began to cackle in a deep cockney English accent. “And to think, I thought you were a lady!” 

An older gentleman with greying hair, who had just finished, gave them both an odd, disapproving stare as he passed by them. Tori noticed his disapproval and continued. 

“Cheerio, dear chap, I will let the queen know you stopped by then!”

She then bowed and did the most proper curtsy and pageant wave that Willet had ever seen. The gentleman was unimpressed, as he looked at her crossly. He pushed his way out the door, and Tori quietly mumbled. “Well, excuse me for being polite, you old fart.” 

Willet brushed away tears of laughter as she commented. “You are definitely going to get fired!”

Tori then broke into some bland impression of an Asian kung fu master. “Oh, they no fire, Miss Tori. I number one hostess. In fact, I only hostess.” 

“Well, Miss Tori. Do you think you can get out a few minutes early?”

Tori was back to her own voice. “Well, I don’t know. Ever since the curfew, business has been crazy right before close. Have you seen the kitchen?”

Willet quickly agreed. “That sucks!”

“Right, it's like the whole town decides to get their eat on, right before dark!” 

“Yeah. Well, I wish something would eat Ms. Faulkner!”

“Stop worrying about the headmistress, your aunt is Sirenna Linnet Adler, one of the most powerful women in town. Faulkner wouldn’t dare cross you too much.”

“You sound like Jae.”

“I'm just saying, your aunt is the shabazz.  Heck, she even owns this dump!” 

“She does?”

“Are you that clueless? Hey, it's not like I’m privy to her business, but where did you think the name Linnet comes from?” 

“I didn’t know she even liked this place.”

“I don’t think she does, it's probably some tax write-off.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m kind of on the outs with Auntie as of late.” 

“What’s new?” 

“Nothing. Have you seen Jae lately?”

“I swear, you two need to squash this. I know you both miss each other. Life is too short to hold grudges.”

Suddenly, Willet thought of the incident with Jonas. A melancholy overcame her. Reflecting on how she had acted toward him sickened her. However, she was also aware that she was a target. Ever since Mother Hazel announced her desire to train her, many in the Faigal community had started to treat her differently. On the surface, they seemed polite, but she could sense a seething contempt beneath. 

Sirenna had all but withdrawn from interacting with her. Instead, she talked to Adelie. The other day, they even went shopping. She was starting to feel like a pariah. The situation with Jonas was complicated. There were not many people whom she felt relaxed around. She felt a growing desire to share her experiences with him. She knew, of all the faigal, he wouldn’t judge her. However, she could not let him get too close because of the dynamics of his siblings. 

Raven and Gavin were complete sociopaths in her opinion. Not only did they really dislike her, but they probably secretly desired to harm her. The last thing she wanted to do was give them an excuse.

Tori spoke from across the room in a sober tone. Her unusual frankness shook Willet from her musings on Jonas.  “Are you afraid at all?”

“Sometimes.”

“Well, I'm not going to lie. There are times when I am by myself, and I can just feel eyes watching me!”

“Do you believe what everyone is saying?” 

“You mean about some crazy nude broad snatching people away in the night?”

Willet took a deep breath and closed her eyes before she continued. Then she blurted out what was on her mind. “I have actually seen her!” 

Tori’s eyes suddenly got big. “Shut up!”

“I’m serious!”

“Are you for real? When?”

“Different times.”

“So you’ve seen her more than once? Why didn’t you say anything, you brat?”

“I don’t know, too scared, I suppose. Plus, I didn’t want people to think I was crazy.” 

“Well, it’s a little late for that, my dear!” 

“Suck my fat toe!”

“When was the last time you saw her?” 

“Actually, this morning.” 

“How? We were in class.”

Willet quickly backpedaled. “On the way to school, by the side of the road.”

“No way, you probably saw her right before she got old man Mr. Lutz!” 

Willet just nodded in response. It wasn’t exactly a lie; she did see her there, just not the way she explained. She couldn’t tell Tori everything. 

Tori continued. “You know, they were the sweetest couple. I'm going to really miss them. I don’t know how anyone could want to harm either of them.” 

Willet's mind flashed to the image of Thelma screaming on the side of the road. A wave of nausea suddenly overcame her as she shook away the memory. Her visions were definitely beginning to increase in frequency. 
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Cracks

––––––––
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JONAS SAT PERCHED ON the branch of the large oak tree in the peach grove on the side of his home. It was almost sunset, and the sky was a vibrant palette of warm hues. His thoughts meandered through memories of his mother. There were times when he really missed her. He wished he could share a sunset with her and laugh at her funny faces. Meadow Branson was an anomaly among the family. That rare breed of aristocrat that was generous and kind-hearted. Perhaps because she suffered so much with the sickness, she appreciated life a bit more. Even Aunt Aquila never really tried to ruffle her little sister's feathers.

He was so lost in thought that he almost didn’t notice Raven standing below, at the base of the roots. She wore her black top hat and deep sunglasses as she peered up. She stood silently for quite a while before she spoke.

“Are you in mourning, brother?” 

“Mourning?”

“About poor dead mummy, it's her anniversary today!”

“What do you know about mother? You were too young.”

“You know, I heard Aunt Meena had the same sickness. They say that even after the body dies, the sickness continues to eat the flesh and bones. That’s why mummy was cremated.”  

“We are all cremated!”

“Not Aunt Meena!”

“Really? It's been several months!” 

“I heard there is a lot of mystery around how she died. I wonder if I dug up her body in a year, what would it look like?” 

“You better not let Ephron hear you talking like that!”

“Ephron is too weak, even Gavin thinks so.”

“He just lost his wife; I thought you liked her.” 

“Is that what you desire in a wife?” 

“Look, I'm busy, can you leave me alone?”

“Busy daydreaming about a particular girl to wed?”

“Raven, leave!”

“Busy pining for that half breed lek that spurned you today? You're so pathetic!”

Jonas's anger ignited as he leaped from the branch and down atop Raven. Pinning her down with his knee, he allowed his wings to fully bloom. His speckled brown and blue wings beat furiously at the air around her face. Raven's own wings slid out from under her back as she looked up at him. They were black as coal with a splash of tiny orange spots. She struggled to release them as his knees were pressing on her shoulders. Jonas's hand reached out. It was a full claw as it closed about her throat. 

Raven couldn’t speak as his fingers tightened around her throat. Her eyes were slightly mad as she fought against him. The glare in his eye was almost alien to her. In a gravelly voice, she struggled to respond. 

“Did I strike a nerve?”

At that moment, he wanted to hurt her. The idea of strangling her entertained his thoughts. Her face was turning reddish violet as the veins in her forehead started to bulge. His mind shifted, and his fingers loosened from her neck. She frantically sucked in the air as he huffed. 

“I’m not in the mood for your mind games!”

Jonas suddenly rose to his feet. His wings decompressed back into his back, and he walked toward the road. As he walked off, Raven lay still, contemplating death. She gargled and hacked up a glop of spittle, before finally letting out a long, coarse stream of giggling. 

“You're going to pay for that.”
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Face the Music

Laraline was livid as she paced on the porch, waiting for Tori’s car to arrive. The police had called her earlier about Willets' excursion off campus, and she was quite upset. In recent weeks, Willet's behavior had become more withdrawn and defiant. She wasn’t sure what was happening, but it was starting to put a real strain on their relationship.

In fact, except for Mother Hazel and Tori, Willet had pretty much shut down relationships with anyone. It was the first time she and Adelie seemed almost estranged from one another.  As the car finally coasted down the drive, a twinge of anxiousness knotted her stomach. Tori was the first one out of the vehicle. She waved to Laraline almost immediately. 

“Good evening, Mrs. Swift!”

“Hi Tori. Your family ok?” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

Laraline mused as Aunt Evelyn stepped out to greet the girls. She could tell that she was uncomfortable about Tori. After all, apart from Mrs. Weever and Ms. Broom, it was the first time a sleeven was allowed into the estate since Laraline first started to date Langston.

Evelyn nervously addressed the girls as soon as Willet climbed out of the car. “Are you girls hungry?”

Tori responded quickly. “I'm fine, Mrs. Adler. I pretty much eat at work, anyway, I’m pretty tired.”

Laraline interjected. “Do you need to call your father and let him know you got here safely?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You can use my phone. It’s on my dresser in my room.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Swift.” Tori quickly bounced inside and down the hall to the stairwell.

Evelyn looked at Laraline uneasily. The idea of a sleeven walking around freely about the house was slightly unsettling. That old prejudice was rearing its ugly head. Laraline recognized it immediately, as much as Evelyn considered herself progressive, that old worldview of humans and faigal was still affecting her reactions to modern life. 

Evelyn looked at Willet, who was slowly approaching. “Do you want anything?”

Willet mumbled. “Not really, I'm going to bed.”

Laraline blocked her as she tried to enter. “Not just yet, young lady.”

“What now?”

“We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“Constable Fletcher called us today about your little adventure.” 

Willet's eyes were suddenly wide awake. Before she had a chance to respond, Laraline ripped into her. “What in the world were you even thinking?” 

“You don’t understand. It's a bit more complicated, mama.”

“No, I don’t understand. The only thing I do understand is that headmistress Faulkner called shortly after to inform me that you have been suspended for two days.”

“Suspended? Are you serious?” 

“Insubordination is a serious infraction.” 

“That bitch!”

“Willet, watch your tongue!”

Willet was now bothered, as she thought about how it would affect her. She tried to weigh the pros and cons of this latest obstacle.

“Willet, are you even listening to me?”

“Yes, it's just there is a lot of other stuff that’s going on, that you wouldn’t understand.” 

“Like what, Willet?”

“Never mind.”

“That’s what I'm talking about. You always have a mysterious excuse. I thought you had grown past this stage. I need you to understand that unless you start taking responsibility for your actions, you're going to lose more than two days of school!”

Willet was almost in tears as she covered her face. Laraline was suddenly confused. Willet was unusually upset, but not by the threat of punishment. Evelyn touched Laraline's shoulder. “You need to calm down.”

Laraline noticed that her own hand was starting to claw up, and her face and back muscles were tight. She had always tried to be so careful. Being home and this close to the source had made her much more susceptible to the change. Laraline took a deep breath before she spoke again. 

“Get ready for bed, we'll talk about this tomorrow.” 

“Where are you going?”

“I have to go to work.”

Willet looked up, somewhat shocked. “I thought you were off.”

“Well, I got called in. Greenbaum is short-staffed again.”

“It's because of the curfew, isn’t it, Mama?”
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The New Weaver

The Elysium arrived that evening shortly after six and had docked for unloading. Avis had travelled to Monticello with Gavin and waited patiently at the gate for the new house weaver. It had been almost a month since Shahaf had departed back to his home country. His cousin was to take his place for roughly six months. After that time, Shahaf would return, and the cycle would start again.

It was the strange agreement that was put in place by Shahaf’s benefactor. Avis agreed to the arrangement without any questions, as Nashca Ortega was unusually striking, so striking that nearly three cycles ago, Avis had started a secret cloaqa with the young woman. Not even Aquila had any knowledge of their relationship. Branson felt as if Shahaf had begun to suspect as much over the course of the last couple of years.

Of course, it was highly inappropriate for a lord to get involved with their own weaver. A similar situation almost led to the ruin of the Adler house, many eons earlier. Even with such prior knowledge, desire is a powerful vice that can entrap almost all highly evolved species in its web. 

Avis suspected Gavin knew of his indiscretions, and because of this, he felt it gave him equal footing and a close commonality. Which, in some respect, was true. Gavin himself was currently rumored to be involved in just as scandalous a cloaqa. Many of the faigal royal lore were frequently littered with
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