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First Lesson Run

Consumed by an unnatural, tangible darkness, Delilah ran. She scurried through the entrails of a tunnel cave system because someone had kidnapped her and trapped her deep within the Earth’s claustrophobic belly. Moving her tiny limbs with all the fervour she could muster, Delilah darted through the opaque bowels of the caves’ entrails, upwards towards the safety of the small sliver of light.

She remembered the games of hide and seek she would play with her best friend, and how she always found him when he would choose the most unknowable spots to hide from her. It did not matter if he hid within the drywall or underneath the floorboards; Delilah always found him. Even when the roles were reversed, he could never find her. It was as if she could keep herself from being seen.

Delilah was always special in that way; she could always see things beyond her understanding. She could always see beyond the physical world in front of her as long as she focused hard enough. It was her greatest talent, and now, it would be her only saving grace. Just earlier that day, she and her caretaker had been at the doctor’s office, filled with the nicest old man and pretty nurse ladies. And then, mere hours later, she was running for her life from those very people.

She didn’t quite understand what had happened, except that she told a deceptively tender-hearted and fragile doctor about the strange things she could see, and soon, her burly lumberjack-like caretaker of the five-point star. A candle at each point cast a dimly lit glow, lighting the recesses of the cave. Each of his limbs was extended towards a singular point. From his body sprang a runny red substance that smelled like the pennies his wife would pick up off the street, and he was screaming as she had never heard him scream before.

She remembered how the fragile-looking doctor floated high above Paul, and all the nurses from earlier that day gathered into a circle around him. She freshly remembered the old doctor opening his mouth so wide like a snake; she heard his jawbones crack as they were dislocated.

Instead of a compassionate grandfatherly old man, he had morphed into a gangly, decrepit husk, who was emaciated to the point his skin was taut as it hugged his bones. He floated downward and came face-to-face with Paul, and absorbed his soul’s essence. She gazed into Paul’s terrified, bloodshot eyes and heard him whisper weakly, “Run.” The light in his eyes faded into nothingness, and Paul became one with the abyss.

The icy-fingered fear that crawled over her skin now burrowed into her bones, turning her into permafrost from the inside out as the emaciated murderer floated before her—his eyes sunken into his head, his pupils as black as empty space grinned at her. His mouth was full of pointed teeth, he was shedding the veneer of humanity he wore, and his ravenous hunger for human souls morphed him into a grotesque monster. He looked at young Delilah, his soulless, black eyes piercing into her soul, and in her mind, she heard his guttural voice softly echo, You’re next.

Delilah put her hands over her ears and screamed as loud as she could, her own eyes turning violet as she channelled a power that was more ancient than time, and a forceful shock wave blew out the candles. Now blinded, the participants of the ritual descended into chaos, so Delilah had slipped away from their grasp, and the ritual had been corrupted.

As she ran, Delilah heard a deep, bashful roar, “Do not let her escape! I must have her power!”

It was then that Delilah focused on the last word her Paul uttered to her. She would, by any means, escape the maze of darkness she was held captive within, and break through towards the safety of the sun, of her friends and caretakers back at the orphanage she called home. So, she imagined all the faces of everyone she loved.

The purity of her innocent child’s heart was overwhelmed with the contrasting intensities of fear and love. Fear of death, of pain, and of loss, it gripped her and bashed against her resolve like the rocky waves against a fishing boat.

Love, however, is an unparalleled motivator—the love of Olivia. The woman in charge of the Ashburn Orphanage, her allure and aura were always warm and homely; her affection for Delilah was nothing less than sincere. The love of William, her best friend to play hide and seek with, their time spent playing together had always been filled with adventure, since she always had a reason to find a new crevice to hide in.

When the other orphans would gang up and bully her and tease her, William was always there to scurry the little ones away and take a beating from the older ones. But soon, William would be gone. He was now 18 and would soon graduate from high school, after which, he would be gone.

So, she kept running, even with the sharp rocks that littered the floor, piercing her now bloodied feet, which were coupled with the cuts and bruises on her legs and arms, as she stumbled into the cave walls. She could hear the footsteps of her chasers getting louder as she pressed on; they were getting closer.

How can they be following me when I’m hiding like hide and seek? she thought to herself.

The same inhuman, guttural voice protruded into her mind, You aren’t the only one with gifts, little girl.

She went into a panicked overdrive and pushed her body to its limits without any regard for how much more punishment she could take. The irises of her own eyes continued to emanate a dark-purple hue, which enhanced her vision, allowing her to see just well enough to make out the tiny sliver of sunlight up ahead.

After what seemed like an eternity, hopelessness began to seep into her mind, and fatigue made the muscles in her legs spasm. Even then, she felt a trickle of energy seep into her fatigued marrow. It seemed as though the more her physical body groaned and grew weaker, the stronger this trickle of otherworldly power dripped into her and empowered her to push beyond her physical limitations.

The sliver of sunlight that stood as a lone star in the night sky continued to grow as Delilah was getting closer to freedom. The closer she came to it, the brighter it shone; the brighter it shone, the closer her pursuers became. They were hot on her trail, but Delilah knew if she could continue to fight through the pain across her body and simply reach the daylight, she would be safe. The cool evening wind began to kiss her bruised skin. The leaves of the surrounding tree branches and the grass of the forest floor rustled in the breeze.

The birds of the woodlands chirped eagerly. It was as if all of nature could feel her imminent danger and cheered for her to burst forth beyond the darkness and into the safety of the light. The Earth itself cheered for her victory. It was over; she was beyond the reach of the people who had murdered Paul and intended to do the same to her.

She stepped out of a cave-like opening and onto the soft grass of the forest. The evening glow of the setting sun fell on her like soft dew on parched desert land, and she ran recklessly into its embrace. She was finally safe.

Until her own body rebelled against her and she became immobile, she remained motionless, fighting with every ounce of strength she could muster to keep moving. Standing at the mouth of the cave, her feet cemented themselves until, with one motion, she stepped from the soft grass back into the jagged teeth of the cave.

Another motion followed likewise, and she was being forcibly marched back into the impenetrable darkness, like a puppet on strings. She could not even manage to scream; her tongue itself was bound in silence. All she could muster were tears from her eyes as she sank beneath the glow of the daylight back into the jaws of death.

Delilah could hear within her mind a devilish chuckle that grew in intensity the further she sank into the earth. You will never see them again.

The sun was setting on the town of Ashburn, California, and as the darkness took its place, Delilah knew she would forever miss Olivia more, and that William would never find her. He was never quite as good at hide and seek as she was.





Second Lesson Grieve

Three weeks had passed since the warm lamplight of Delilah had been snuffed out. Three weeks since Olivia—in charge of the Ashburn Orphanage—had known peace of mind. Her husband, Paul, had vanished, and his memory—all of what constituted his essence in the world—was relegated to pictures and memories. Memories that burned like fire in the hearts of those who knew him best. It was as strange as it was devastating.

Sweet Delilah, a life brimming with potential unbound and an innocence that was too pure for the material world, was a lamplight in darkness. Now that her light had been extinguished, the beam of her smile would never shine again. Strangely enough, there was no government agency or brand of state-of-the-art technology that could locate a trace of their DNA beyond the porch steps of the orphanage.

Paul and Delilah Aches had disappeared completely; it was as if they had never existed in the outside world. Even the places they had visited before were void of their fingerprints or hair. There was nothing to be found of them.

It was mind-boggling, especially for the Ashburn Police Department. Their canine units were notorious in the law enforcement community of California for being able to sniff out a single needle in a mountain of hay. Their training and ability were legendary, but in the end, the legends and past successes meant nothing to those who loved and missed the pair. Paul and Delilah simply couldn’t be found.

For Olivia, accepting the reality that she could never lay the remains of her husband or Delilah to rest, besides planning their funeral, was all too much for her heart to bear. William, who was like a son to her, became her saving grace.

William had taken up the mantle of arranging the funeral and maintaining Olivia’s sanity. The Ashburn Community Chapel had a maximum capacity of 1,300 people. Not only were its walls filled to the brim, but there was a line of visitors wrapped around the street corner to pay their respects to Paul and Delilah—the latest fallen members of their town’s already dwindling population. All the townspeople were familiar with the pain of having lost a loved one and being powerless to bring them back.

The town of Ashburn had a history of unsolvable mysteries; its very foundation was built on murder and chaos. In the early 1800s, murderous settlers from the west eradicated the native tribes who inhabited the land, drunk on the concept of manifest destiny.

Crops cannot grow from streams of blood, with a death toll climbing into the hundreds of thousands, a void is formed. A tear in space and time that hid from the light could only be perceived by a selected few gifted individuals known as siphons. People who could not only perceive this chaotic surge of otherworldly energy could bend it to their will.

The siphons were powerful beings, but few and far between. Their numbers were so minuscule that they were now believed to be extinct. Perhaps, if one had been among the mourners of Ashburn, they could reach beyond the veil of space and time and find Delilah and Paul.

As the evening sun dipped beneath the horizon and the crescent moon took its place, the last mourner became visible at the entrance of the chapel—the end of the line was finally in sight.

Mr Bill Daves, an older gentleman with slicked-back silver-grey hair, was well-versed in a myriad of subjects. His students often joked that he was so well-versed in history because he had lived through all its significant events. Dressed in a tailored blue suit with a matching brown hat, belt, and dress shoe combination, he had patiently waited all day for the opportunity to give his condolences to Olivia.

When he finally reached the altar of the chapel, upon which the framed photos of all Delilah and Paul rested, he extended his hand and gave Olivia a single white rose. She was sitting next to the framed pictures and took the rose. For him, this represented the new life that Paul and Delilah would experience as they passed on, and the light of their memory that still burned in their absence. For Olivia, it was just another sad rose.

He could not help but notice that her face, which was once radiant and supple, was now less than dull and deeply creased. She hadn’t slept, if Bill had to guess, since the disappearance was first reported. Bill removed his hat and dipped his head in reverence to Olivia.

“I know there is nothing I can say that could ease your pain or lessen your anguish; I wish there were here. Your husband was truly an upstanding man, a pillar of our community. And Delilah—she was, she was…”

Bill became choked up on his words, and his tongue fumbled over itself. He couldn’t get the words out; his old heart could not bear the strain. He cut his speech short. “I just want you to know, Liv, as you grieve, if you or young William or anyone from the orphanage needs anything, please do not hesitate to ask me. In these dark times, we all need someone to rely on. There is strength in community.”

“Thank you,” Olivia responded in her tired and gravelly voice. Bill and William shook hands, and Bill departed, his footsteps echoing louder and louder with every step he took towards the exit, until he was gone and the doors shut. Now, only Olivia and William remained.

What a strange guy, William thought to himself.

It wasn’t the same—the energy had shifted, the atmosphere of their home had changed. As Olivia and William entered the orphanage after a long day of sorrow and sulking, they both knew it in their bones: the energy of their place was unbalanced and out of order.

Even the walls of their domicile knew something was amiss and reacted in turn—they missed the spirits of Delilah and Paul. The other kids, too were infected with the pain of loss as they sat in their rooms, gloom and sadness wafting through the air. They inhaled every molecule of it and exhaled tears.

“I guess we won’t have to worry about cooking dinner for a while,” William said. The kitchen was filled to bursting with an array of food items and delectable dishes given to them as condolences from their neighbours.

“I’ll make us some tea. You go ahead and relax; we’ve had a long day,” Olivia said in return.

William sat in the lazy boy chair in the common room. Paul had often sat there as he read stories to the children and toddlers, or regaled the older kids and teens with tales from his adventures as a truck driver. William stretched out his body to fill in Paul’s indents as best as he could. It was a game he played with himself whenever Paul was gone. William would certainly be playing it more often now.

As he contemplated the sodden future of his lonesome game, William heard a loud crash, and Olivia screamed. He rushed to the kitchen to see the tea kettle on the floor, simmering water spilt across the kitchen floor, and Olivia was weeping on her knees.

“Liv, are you alright?” Olivia’s clothes were wet and steaming. The brown skin on her hands and forearms became a hue lighter and clammy; she had burned herself when the kettle dropped.

“I’ll get some towels, don’t worry.” William helped her move to her feet as she continued to weep softly and quietly. He retrieved clean towels and gently patted the steamy, wet spots across Olivia.

“Jeez, Liv, you’ve gotta be more careful. If the water were any hotter, you’d be covered in blisters or worse.” William looked up into Olivia’s eyes for some confirmation that she was paying attention to his words, only to find in her gaze an absence of conscious thought.

Olivia was awake but had slipped into a state of catatonia; she was losing her grip on reality, losing her sanity. William’s heart was crumbling as he watched her light dim before him, and he was powerless to help her. He shuffled her to her room.

“Don’t worry about the mess; I’ll clean it. You just try to get some rest, okay?” William said in as calming and reassuring a voice as he could manage.

Olivia showed no signs of his words having any effect on her. Once they came to her bedroom, William helped Olivia lie down and tucked her in snugly. As he shut off her bed lamp and walked away, he heard a whisper.

“Did you say something?” William said as he listened earnestly.

“My baby—she’s gone. They’re both gone. No one can find them; they are gone forever. They’ll never rest in peace. I can’t go on without them; it’s too hard, it’s too much.”

Olivia repeated, It’s too much, to herself repeatedly, softly, and without ceasing. William merely walked away, powerless and heartbroken. As tears streamed down his face, he did not wipe them. He wore their stains like a brand; they showed the world his sorrow.



The luminescent glory of the full moon shone down on the giant redwoods of the Ashburn forests—a gargantuan expanse of the most densely packed woodlands in the United States. It stretched from the middle of Canada all the way to the north of Mexico, the big sister of the Appalachian forests, as it was colloquially referred to. Equally impressive was the Pomo mountain range, the highest peak of which rested on the borders of Ashburn itself.

William stood at the meniscus. It was a barren strip where nothing ever grew, the line of separation where the edge of Ashburn ended and the ominous forest mountain range began. He walked to the base of the nearest redwood—it was easily over 200 feet high and 50 feet wide at its base, one of the oldest living organisms on the planet. The roots of this tree had lived through thousands of lifetimes of thousands of varied species. However, none would prove as impactful as that of the Pomo tribe of Native Americans.

Slaughtered by the murderous Europeans, the natives were killed in such numbers that no new life could sprout from the ground. Blood may be the source of all life, but life cannot sprout from streams of blood. The blood of the innocent had cursed the land that it spilt upon, causing nothing to grow where it landed. Even more so, a void had formed—a gash in the writhing flesh of space and time that festered over the course of 200 years.

It was here at the meniscus, like a scar on the Earth, a patch where nothing ever grew. It was nearly 10.5 metres wide and served as a border between Ashburn and the woodlands. The roots of the redwood trees began where the meniscus ended, and it was on the meniscus itself that William felt it.

That otherworldly, ethereal energy that seeped from another dimension into William’s own. It was almost tangible; it swirled around him like a raging storm. William knew that if he focused enough on this power, he could perceive it, and maybe even interact with it. So, he relaxed his body and quieted his mind; he felt the torrents of the otherworld like wisps of wind inside him. And as he continued to relax, the energy rushed into him and consumed him.

His senses were heightened beyond the peak of human biology. He could hear the flap of an owl’s wings as it hunted its prey, he could smell the sweat of hikers who had been on the trail earlier and dropped into the soil, and he could see the ants that crawled at the peak of Mt Pomo over 30 miles away from his location.

The power surge within him was incredible, instantaneously allowing him to perceive the world around him beyond the limitations of any mere human. The amount of energy that swelled within him was so great that it threatened to pulverise his bones and melt his mind. After the first second, it became too much to bear; he needed to allow it to pass through him, to expel it.

Looking towards the canopy of the tree he stood next to, he leapt to its crest, and as he moved through the air, he felt the energy within him depleting slowly, and was quickly replaced by more energy. Once he came to its highest branch, he came to a stop. He again felt the energy build up to critical levels.

He looked towards the peak of Mt Pomo and leapt towards it. Prancing from treetop to treetop, he felt the energy course through him like a waterfall—unending and chaotic. The more he expunged it, the more it traversed through him. He allowed the energy of the otherworld to trickle into him.

Soon, I’ll have my powers under control. Soon, I’ll be able to find Delilah.

It was a 30-mile stretch from where he started to his destination, but William was determined to master his abilities. However, he had opened a door which he found increasingly difficult to close. The energy pushed him beyond the brink, and he became overwhelmed. He could hear the roots of the trees growing into the soil, he could smell their pheromones, and he could see the monstrous faces of the ants at the peak of Mt Pomo.

His senses were being overloaded, still, he pressed onward. Testing how much his body could withstand, each leap went further than the last, and he was suspended in the air for at greater intervals with each leap. Five minutes had passed, and he was nearly at his destination. There was no sense of fatigue in his bloodstream, nor any ache in his muscles, as he came closer to the mountain top. William desperately tried to control the influx of the infinite energy flowing through him, but the power of chaos was proving too much for him to control.

In under eight minutes, William had nearly reached the peak of Mt Pomo. As he made his last leap from the canopy of the redwood onto the very top of the mountain, he was teetering on the brink of insanity. His senses were overloaded and continued to grow in intensity. He could hear the marching of the bugs burrowing underground. To compensate, he put his hands over his ears, shut his eyes, and fell to his knees. His body shook uncontrollably, and he yelled in pain.

Suddenly, the rocks and pebbles around him levitated, and the air became distorted. William’s body gave off a dim, dark-blueish, purple hue. His veins lit up, and his hands glowed brightly. He screamed at the top of his lungs, and a massive wave of dark-purple energy dispersed from him. He lifted his hands to the crescent moon, and a beam of energy shot into the night sky from his palms.

After the expulsion of energy, the otherworld no longer drained into him. The power was gone, and William was now stuck at the highest peak in California, over 30 miles from home. He put his first foot forward to begin walking home. His vision was blurred, and his body was now fatigued. He collapsed, unconscious. It was then that the first whiff of icy air caressed William’s skin. The blistering summer season was over, and autumn had taken its place.





Third Lesson Fires Re-Ignite

The early morning sun rose above the horizon and gently kissed the landscape below with its warm golden essence. Its shimmering rays sweetly crept through the half-open shades of the orphanage’s common room. As they journeyed through the confines of the room, the orange rays danced over William’s face, which was smouldered with dirt and grime. He had the remnants of Mt Pomo’s rocky terrace all over his body, which absolutely filthened the otherwise clean floor he lay on.

It wasn’t long before his alarm clock rang alive with a series of high-pitched beeps. As the sun’s beams hovered over William’s face and his alarm clock made as loud a raucous as it could muster, William lay dead asleep—unmoved and unconscious, and as still as a rock.

The raucous clanging of his alarm upended Olivia from her bed—not that she was asleep. She was practically running on fumes upon fumes—a state of pure delirium and half consciousness. She barged into the common room, furious and exhausted.

“William! I know you hear that wretched alarm that’s been keeping me awake. Everyone else is already gone; you need to get up and get ready for school.” Still, William was unmoved and fast asleep.

Olivia took his defiance personally and met his rebellion with her own frustrated wrath. She stormed over to his bed and convulsed him with such torque, it nearly gave him whiplash. “William Aches, get up, little boy!”

William’s eyes weakly opened as he slowly regained bits and pieces of his consciousness. A plethora of questions flooded his mind. Why did every muscle in the body feel like it had been torn to shreds? Why was he so dirty? How did he get home? Why was Olivia screaming at the top of her lungs like a madwoman?

William’s sight focused on his irate mother-figure before his hearing kicked in. His body acted as if it had been subjected to some sort of flash grenade. He felt globs of spit bomb his face from Olivia’s incessant yelling. As Olivia continued to shake him back and forth, he felt as if he was drowning beneath a pool of water.

Olivia’s voice was so muddled and distorted, but she was clearly extremely upset about something. Slowly but surely, his hearing cleared, and his eardrums absorbed the flurry of hollering from her as he saw streams of tears running down her face.

“You don’t even care about anything that I’m saying. I might as well just fall into a ditch and die! You don’t even have the decency to get your lazy bum up and go to school. I have to be the one to wake you up and do everything else! You’re 18 now; you need to understand that I am depending on you. At least to get yourself to school.”

William rubbed his eyes as she stopped shaking him with that last sentence. He was confused. There was no school that day; it was still summer vacation, wasn’t it?

“Liv, what are you talking about? I don’t have any school today.”

Disgust moulded her face as the corners of Olivia’s mouth dropped, and her nose and eyebrows scrunched. She picked up William’s phone and put it directly in his face. The bright glare blinded him for a moment, but once his eyes adjusted, he saw clearly: 01 September—it was the first day of school.

“Oh wow, I’ve got to get ready,” William said with wide eyes. Olivia threw his phone back on his bed and walked away discontentedly. “Hey, can you drop me off, please?”

Olivia paused. “You have 15 minutes,” she responded coldly.

William sat in the passenger seat of Olivia’s car. The silence was boisterous as they made their way to Ashburn High. In order to quell the thick awkwardness that hung begrudgingly in the atmosphere, William turned on the radio.

Here on AKJD-98 station, we’ve just received word that US satellites reportedly monitored an unknown burst of energy coming from the west coast of the continental United States. The energy burst was calculated to have left the atmosphere and made contact with the surface of the moon. Government officials are still gathering data and investigating the origin of the blast.

Nuclear testing conducted by China and/or Russia has not been ruled out as a possibility. Could this be the start of a new arms race? More to come here on AKJD-98—your source of immediate and reliable news. As soon as we know, we’ll spill the tea.

As Olivia dropped William off at school, he saw her—his best friend of the last eight years: Toya Montoyas. He couldn’t get out of the car fast enough.

“See you later, Liv.” Olivia remained silent.

Toya stood at a meek 5’1”. She had straight, jet-black hair, a pear-shaped frame and warm, blown eyes.

She and Will embraced each other in a hug. “Willie, I missed you! How have you been holding up since the funeral?” Toya eagerly asked. She was excited to finally see Will, so much so that she hadn’t considered how the nature of the question might affect him.

“I don’t want to talk about that right now, Toya. I’ve had a really rough morning,” William responded.

“Oh yeah, sorry. Well, what classes do you have? Did they send you your schedule ahead of time?” Toya said, trying her best to change the subject.

“Yeah, they did. Let’s see what classes we have together, if any,” William said.

As they both pulled out their phones and looked at their schedules, Toya let out an audible gasp. She looked at William, and his expression was of similar discontent. “We don’t even have any classes together. This can’t be right; we’ve always had at least one together,” Toya said.

Before William could respond, the bell rang, and Toya and William paused their conversation until their lunch period.

William sat in the front row of his first-period class in a daze of disbelief and frustration. How could he be expected to finish his senior year with such a void in his heart and a heavy secret that crushed his soul? What would he even do to support himself while he uncovered the truth about Paul and Delilah? How would he help Olivia maintain her sanity while she stumbled ever closer towards a permanent stay at a mental institution? Questions upon questions cycled and paced through his mind as his first-period teacher, Mrs Reina, called the class to attention.

The 5’5” fair-skinned, Lebanese educator had accrued 41 years as a titan in the education system, and the grey streaks in her hair and creases in her subtly radiant face told that tale boldly. Once the late bell rang, Mrs Reina rose from her desk and shuffled to the class door. She closed it and looked over the sea of seniors in her classroom.

It was a cacophony of rambunctious hormones and mood swings she would have to oversee for the next 180 days. She was unenthused and certain that it would be her last year, as retirement was visibly on the horizon. She inserted her index finger and thumb in her mouth and blew out air, creating a boisterous whistle. As if on command, everyone halted their conversations and gave Mrs Reina their full attention.

“Good morning, everyone, I am Mrs Reina. I hope you all enjoyed your summer vacation.” She walked back towards her desk, which was opposite the door, and sat down as she continued talking, “I’ve been an educator for over 40 years, and I’ve taught all over the world. Tokyo, Cairo, Jerusalem, Paris, London, Shanghai, Johannesburg, and Buenos Aires. After all these years, I’ve decided to retire here, in sunny California.

“Mrs Reina is getting older, kids. So let’s strike a deal—if you make this year easy on me, I’ll make it easy on you. How does that sound?” The class collectively nodded yes, and Mrs Reina smiled ear to ear.

“Wonderful. Now, before we get started with our day, does anyone have questions for me?”

A tall, slim, curly-haired girl in the back of the class raised her hand.

“Yes, what’s your question, young lady?” Mrs Reina acknowledged.

“Mrs Reina, since you taught in all of those countries, did you have to learn the languages?”

“Yes, Ma’am, that is correct. I’m fluent in English, Arabic, Japanese, Cantonese, Spanish and French. Any other questions? No? Good. Now, for today, we will be introducing ourselves and sharing our escapades over this past summer, starting from the back and working our way up front.”

The first student reluctantly made their way to the front of the classroom and gave their spiel. William sat in the front row, an empty chair next to him, his mind drifting off, thinking of nothing, until a thought popped
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