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A Word from the Editor

On behalf of everyone at Hollowpoint Press, I extend our deepest gratitude to every entrant who shared their work with us for our inaugural anthology, "First Strike." To our winners and those whose work received Honourable Mentions, congratulations—your voices resonated with exceptional clarity and power. To all who submitted, thank you for placing your trust in our vision and entrusting us with your stories and art. It has been an immense privilege to read each submission and witness the remarkable talent within our community.

This collection would not exist without the courage and creativity of all who participated. You are the foundation upon which Hollowpoint Press is built, and your willingness to share your perspectives has transformed our debut anthology into something far greater than we imagined.

As an independent publishing press, we remain committed to supporting indie authors and artists for years to come. We envision Hollowpoint Press as a nurturing ground where emerging voices can flourish, where precision literature finds its champions, and where artistic risk-taking is celebrated. We are excited to grow alongside you, building a community that values quality publications, creates engaging content, and provides meaningful exposure for creators at every stage of their journey.

The stories and art within these pages represent not just a beginning, but a promise—a promise of the vibrant literary landscape we will cultivate together. We look forward to nurturing many authors' careers in the years ahead and seeing how this community evolves and inspires.

Stay tuned for Issue 02: The Gathering

With sincere appreciation,

Dustin Schmidt

Editor, Hollowpoint Press
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The Taking Season

By Abbey Lee Goscinski

The morning air in the Louisiana bayou didn’t just smell like spring; it was filled with the scent of warm decay.

Inside their family’s old swamp house, the humidity of the bayou pressed against the window screens, carrying with it the smell of wet iron and something long buried.

Colleen stood by the window as she greeted the morning with her coffee, just like she had done for the last twenty-odd years.

The house popped and cracked in the stifling southern heat, a decrepit shrine to a family that had lived in the muck for a century.

She and her twin brother, Dan, moved in when no one else wanted it after both of their divorces were final.

Their day started as every other day did, with coffee.

“Do you smell that weird rotting smell?” Colleen asked her brother, Dan, as he was reading his book.

Dan sat at the old wooden table. “Mold thawing? Yeah. So very delightful.”

“No. Deeper. More earthy. Like something dead and waterlogged.”

She paused.

“I’m going to find it. It seems like it is close. Dan, it just doesn’t smell right.”

“This is Louisiana, Leenie. Everything’s waterlogged; this whole palace is filled with soggy bark, Spanish moss, and mold. Spring smells foul before it smells sweet.”

He glanced at her.

“You are starting to sound like Gran now.”

Colleen didn’t smile.

“You remember what she said. The ground doesn’t just thaw, it wakes what’s under it.”

“Gran said a lot of crazy things,” Dan muttered.

“If this is a dead raccoon, I’m blaming you when the stench stinks up our house, and we cannot get the stink out,” he added, yanking on his boots, already knowing he’d be dragged into whatever she found.

Spanish moss hung like curtains as the bayou swallowed them within minutes of stepping into it.

They quickly realized the smell was coming from the water, a sweet, iron-like, metallic scent.

“There,” Colleen said, pointing at a bone sticking up.

A tangle of black roots twisted up from the mud.

Something pale was caught between them.

Dan leaned closer, his face draining. “That’s bone.”

“It’s a jaw.”

“Great. We’re done. We need to call 911. The cops need to know about this immediately.”

But Colleen crouched down. She had to touch it.

“Don’t touch that,” Dan sharply snapped.

She touched it.

Her fingers brushed the bone, and the swamp answered.

The mud pulled her inward with a firm yank.

Roots tightened with a wet crack and snap, shifting, moving beneath the murky waters.

Something beneath them moved quickly.

“Dan, help!”

Roots slid over her wrist, wrapping around them tightly.

He lunged, grabbing her arm. “Let go!”

He then noticed a stem burst out of the water, covered completely in thorns, abruptly piercing through her skin.

Then, another immobilized stem rose up from the sludge, piercing another part of her body.

Colleen was unable to move.

There was no scream. Nor was there any struggle.

Just a blank look of horror, then surrender that filled her brown eyes.

Dan stood in shock, unable to move.

Then Colleen's head tilted slowly, as if something inside her was waking.

When she looked up, her brown eyes were gone.

In their place was replaced with a deep swamp green.

Then she disconnected herself from the roots and stems holding her former body captive.

“I remember now,” she said, beaming with joy.

The struggling voice was raspy, as if she had not spoken in decades.

“I am alive.”

Dan’s breath choked.

The voice wasn’t hers.

It was too old and not human.

His mind scrambled for some way to explain this, but there was nothing that fit within any sort of reason.

A large ripple spread across the water, though nothing had touched it.

The trees seemed to lean in, listening. Even the insects had gone silent.

Something evil had risen from the depths of the bayou.

The evil being clinched her fists in rage as she saw the horrific images of her past flashing through her mind.

There were images of torches, shouting men, and ropes binding her to the murky swamp.

When Dan looked at her once again, her skin took on a faint green undertone, as if the veins beneath had filled with thick algae instead of blood.

Dan stumbled back, repeating, “Leenie? Are you in there somewhere?”

“Let her out now!”

He demanded in a rage of panic.

But she did not acknowledge his frantic questioning.

“The moss,” she whispered. “They packed it in my mouth, so I would not scream. Those men stuffed my mouth with moss, then they bound me to the swamp, so I would not rise again and come to take the form of another until my body rose and was touched by another.”

Her green eyes became wide with excitement as she spoke.

“I am eternally grateful to whose touch freed me from the murky tannin-stained depths that has almost fulfilled the ritual. But, Dan, don't you see that one small detail is missing, for I cannot finish until I have both of your souls.”

Dan did not try to reason with the being anymore.

He just tried to run as fast as he could into the Spanish moss, but the roots rapidly reached out, now curling and swirling around his body parts.

Those tangled roots had rapidly begun to immobilize him like a boa constrictor would its prey.

The thing inside Colleen clamped onto him, and with one violent yank, he went down.

After being dragged closer to the water, he hit the bank and slipped in.

Dan feverishly began clawing, digging, desperate to pull himself free.

It was useless.

Tangled roots wrapped his legs, his waist, his chest, dragging him down in a single forceful jerk.

Water rushed over him as he fought, choking, screaming until the mud took him.

Then the green of the bayou devoured him in one whole swollen gulp.

“The swamp keeps what it is owed. Now I have both souls that I am owed,” she said softly, watching the last bubbles break the surface.

The water stilled.

The swamp’s hunger quieted.

Satisfied for now. She smiled a devilish smile.

She turned and walked back, renewed and rejuvenated, as if life had been poured into her once again.

The being inside Colleen’s former body stood at the edge of the pond, breathing in the thick, rotting sweetness.

Beneath the surface, the roots shifted.

Slowly, her swamp-moss-filled green eyes faded, returning to Colleen’s original brown.

She took a deep, clean breath of the morning air she had longed for.

She then stepped inside her old house from 100 years ago and shut the door behind her.

It is good to be home, she thought, smiling as she inhaled once more.
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