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The Sky is Lying
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By:  Mikah Burke

––––––––
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Ever since he could remember, Ben Carter had lived in the small town of Clearwater. It was the kind of place where everyone knew your name, the mail was never late, and the seasons changed exactly when they were supposed to. Life was simple, predictable. Too predictable. Ben had always felt a strange sense of déjà vu, like he was living the same days over and over. Conversations with neighbors felt rehearsed, his job at the hardware store was mind-numbingly routine, and no matter how hard he tried, he could never seem to leave town. Every attempt was met with a flat tire, a sudden storm, or an emergency that pulled him back.

One evening, as he sat on his porch watching the sunset—just like he did every night—something odd happened. The sky flickered. Just for a second, the bright oranges and purples of the setting sun glitched into a flat, gray void before snapping back. His heart pounded. Had he imagined it? The next day, Ben started paying closer attention. He noticed the same people walking down the street at the exact same time. The grocery store clerk repeated the same joke every morning, as if reading from a script. Even the wind seemed to blow in a pattern. It wasn’t just his imagination—something was wrong with Clearwater.

Determined to find answers, Ben stayed up late, wandering the town when most were asleep. That’s when he saw it. A man in a jumpsuit, kneeling by a lamppost, replacing what looked like... a panel of lights. It was like he was fixing part of a set. Before Ben could react, the man spotted him, eyes widening in shock. Suddenly, alarms blared through the empty streets, and bright flood lights flashed on, bathing the town in artificial light. A voice boomed over unseen speakers, calm but firm: “Ben, please return to your home.”

Ben ran. He didn’t know where he was going, only that he had to get out. The town felt different now—wrong. The houses looked fake, like movie props. The roads seemed to curve in ways they hadn’t before, leading him in circles. And then, he saw it. At the edge of town, where he had always believed a highway should be, stood an enormous black wall. He reached out to touch it, but before his fingers could make contact, the ground beneath him... shifted. The street crumpled like paper, and his foot sank through it. Panic surged through him as he realized the world around him was breaking apart.

Then, the voice returned, no longer calm but filled with something else. Something hungry. “Ben, you were never supposed to see this.” The street dissolved beneath him, and Ben fell—into darkness, into nothingness. His screams echoed, but there was no one left to hear them. Clearwater reassembled itself above him, resetting, waiting for the next Ben Carter to wake up and start his perfect, predictable life all over again.
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The Bridge
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By: Mikah Burke

––––––––
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For three years, everyone in Ridgeton thought Andrew Fish was dead. His smashed canoe and muddy shoe were all they found. But, Clara never believed it.

One morning, she got a note: “Meet me at the old bridge. Midnight.” It was Andrew’s handwriting.

At midnight, Clara stood on the bridge, gripping her flashlight. The fog was thick, and the river roared below.

“Clara,” a voice said softly.

She turned and saw a man step out of the shadows. His clothes were torn, his face pale and thin. But, it was Andrew.

“Andrew! You’re alive!” Clara cried.

He nodded. “The river didn’t kill me. It carried me far away... to people who live in the wild. The Riverfolk. They saved me, but they changed me. I can’t stay here.”

“What do you mean? You’re my brother! Come home,” Clara begged.

Andrew shook his head. “I belong to them now. If I stay, they’ll come for me... and for you. I just needed you to know I’m alive—and that I love you.”

Before Clara could stop him, the fog grew thicker, and Andrew faded into it.

She stood there, staring at the river, her heart breaking. Andrew Fish wasn’t dead. But, he wasn’t truly alive either.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Unrecognizable
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By:  Destiny Gates

––––––––
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When I looked in the mirror, it reflected an unrecognizable face. The eyes staring back at me were hollow, filled with tears and a sadness I couldn’t place. The dark circles framed around my eyes, which showed countless sleepless nights. My once radiant complexion seemed to have lost its glow, replaced by a pale, exhausted appearance.

I reached up to touch my face. I was expecting the reflection to do the same, but the cold glass only reminded me of who I was and who I had become. Slowly, the memories of laughter and joy surfaced, but they quickly faded, turning into distant echoes. But, all this did was just make me remember the weight of my responsibilities and the relentless pace of life. I could barely recall that last time I had taken a moment for myself. I was just so lost in the cycle of work, pressure, and demands of my everyday life.

I slowly realized my face was unrecognizable because it was a cry for help. It showed that I needed to pause in life and reclaim parts of myself that I always neglected. I felt too overwhelmed, a sense of despair and thoughts of ending it all began to race through my mind. But, just as those dark thoughts took ahold, a small, quiet but persistent voice inside reminded me of the people who cared about me and promised me joy that I yet had to experience. I knew I needed to reach out for help, or someone that could just guide me through all these dark thoughts, but there were too many. Instead, I took a deep breath and finally decided to take the first step, plummeting through the air as the city stretched below.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

One Step, Two Step

[image: image]


By:  Taylor Hill

––––––––
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The footsteps–his footsteps–are something I could never forget. I was there for a year: 365 Days. 

He was hiding in the shadows, behind the steps, around the corner. I initially heard the sound the first night he visited me. Tired and exhausted, I stood at the counter of my bathroom sink. I don’t remember opening the window. How did he get in?  His footsteps crept up on me. I should've heard them. I don't know if I was too tired to move and thought my ears were playing tricks on me. I should've heard them. I was too lazy to go and check. 

Opening the loud creaking door, the white paint chipped off from years of use, I looked down the dark hallway. He was there waiting for me. Like he was my mother in the carpool line waiting for me to come from the kindergarten hallways, babbling about my day. He didn't run. He didn't speak. He walked.  It was in slow motion, stop motion even. How did he get in? I didn't leave the window open, did I?  His big boots thumped against the brown wooden floors. His stride was long and measured. One step, two steps, and at the third step, he’d limp.  The more I ran, the longer the narrow hallway stretched. 

“Who are you?” I fumbled out. No matter what he didn't reply.  “How’d you get in?”   

I was starting to lose my breath, but regardless of how far I ran, I was there, by that doorway. Watching him watch me. I had to have been moving. My body was moving, but my mind was stuck. 

“Please, whatever you want, just take it!”  Is he here to rob me? I couldn't tell you. But, I needed to say something, get him to say something. And then everything stopped. And as if nothing had happened, I’m still standing in the doorway with tears coming down my reddened face. And every day for a year, 365 days, I was there, hearing his footsteps: One step, two steps, third step, limp.
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