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“Beware; for I am fearless,

and therefore powerful.” 

-Mary Shelly, Frankenstein
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1.

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”  

“How long has it been since your last confession?”  

“Too long.”  

“What burdens do you carry to the temple’s door?”  

“Transgressions, Father, too heavy for one soul to bear.”  

The priest sighed, a sound that seemed to carry the weight of the world. “We are but flawed vessels, seeking light and truth amidst the encroaching dark.” A silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken confessions. “What is the truth, Father?”  

“That is for you to discover.”  

“The light dims, Father,” a quiver of doubt lacing her words. “Can all sins be absolved if one’s heart is repentant?”  

“Some can,” he conceded.  

“And if the stars align just so?”  

“The gravity of the sin and the sincerity of penance are the scales upon which forgiveness balances,” his voice echoing as the church bell tolled.  

“Dong! Dong!” The clock rang out from the hall. Its voice, once a beacon to the faithful, now served as a premonition of fate. The resonant peals, striking through the silence like a prophet’s blade.  

However, a strange thing happened just then. It manifested in the form of a pulse. Each of the room’s occupants turned in the direction from which it had come.  

“Confess, sister, let the Mother decide, unburden yourself.”  

“I already paid for my sins. That’s what the state said, at least. How about you, Father, have you ever sinned? Are you guilty of anything?” He laughed it off. His uncle had taught him a long ago that one had to dumb things down occasionally for the understanding of sacred principles. “You couldn’t expect others to have the same acumen as those found on the far end of the cross.” In response, his child self would regard him with something not unlike awe. He seemed to breathe out knowledge, like it was yesterday’s forgiveness. The priest, not knowing at the time how far his uncle would go for his own absolution. Dogmas aside, he missed the old man.  

“Father,” the voice brought him back from his benedictions.  

“Yes?”  

“Do you think I’m savable?” she asked with her thick country accent. He knew it from somewhere.  

“I believe we all are.”  

“Even the damned?”  

“You never answered my question, sister.”  

“What?”  

“When was your last confession?”  

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe ten or fifteen years ago.” Under the woman’s accent, there was something else coiling, just below the surface.  

If one were to look through the screen from the outside, the face within would appear as if it were glowing from the flickering flames through the valance cast, sending smears of ornate capitals down his right cheek—reflecting the candles that were set far back into the recesses of the walls.  

“Where have you been?”  

“I thought you would never ask,” she spat. He grimaced. “Or I’m surprised that you haven’t recognized me. I came to say hello, Father Oscar Krept.” This last part she hissed, slow and maniacal, carried on by an ignorant laugh. So, it seemed to the priest.  

The light illuminated his right eye. What was now reflected glitched as recognition dawned on his features. “Esther?”  

“Yes!” As if on cue to his bubbling anxieties, discordant shadows danced about, soon followed by the rhythmical “tap tap tap” of approaching footsteps.  

Plucking the thought from his head, she said, “It’s been a while, Father.”  

Sensing that something was wrong, he directed his attention back. “What did you do?”  

“Not me. I’m done with the law.”  

“Good.”  

“Father?”  

“What is it?”  

“What do you want me to do now?”  

“Twenty-five Hail Marys. Esther, don’t be out there causing any trouble this time. How long have you been home?”  

“Not even a week.” He stepped out of the vestibule of righteousness as a nun came around the corner, alarm plastered upon her features.  

“What is it, sister?”  

“Father. There’s been an accident.” Just then, the confessor came out from her side. The nun turned to lead the way to the matter. Following in her path, the priest could see the familiar pulse of red beyond the hallway that led to the exit.  

“No,” he said. She stopped. “Will you see Mrs. Thompson to the conference room and return to me in the front?”  

“Yes, Father.” He turned. “Be careful.”  

“Always.” He went down the hall and out of the side windows he saw the frantic licks of a flame. Approaching the doors, he went to the hall tree and grabbed a pair of brass knuckles out of a pocket and went out the exit.  

It was a chilly night that greeted him. The stars were lit like tiny eyes, peering through the vastness of space. The scintillations that had sprung to a fury caught his attention.  

A woman was on the pavement, covered in blood, but then a sound came from behind him. He spun around. 

No one was there. Glancing over his shoulder to survey the carnage, he gasped at being thrust into the air. 

At first, he flailed, but all those years in the Militia had his mind going into survival mode. Though he had waited too long to act. As his vision blurred, a sense of dread washed over him, his heart pounding in his chest as he realized the impending doom. He gazed into the face of his attacker. ‘Oh, no. Oh God. It can’t be,’ he croaked.  

The face before him unraveled. As if a mummy had unfurled its wrappings and flung them at him. Only at the last possible moment did he see that there were rows of teeth lining each tendril. 

‘‘Click.’’ behind him, someone had cocked a gun. Then, ‘drop him now,’ the deep voice warned from out of frame. 

A rush of air, a prelude to his fall on his side as the air was drawn from his lungs. When he tried to lift himself up, he noticed two things: first; he was now covered in some foul liquid, and second, his arm felt as if it were now broken. The woman who had been out on the pavement looked back at him, and that’s when the car ignited and a black vapor drifted in a great plume from the undercarriage. Like innocence lost, away into the mists of eternity.  

With a rush of clarity, the door opened, and there stood the nun. Discord sewn into her features as she glanced from the bloodied woman to the car, to him, and then to something beyond the bushes. She let out a bloodcurdling scream.  

The holy man walked over and, along her line of sight, he now saw why she had knotted her face in abject terror. Under that cold moon and the drawing clouds was the figure of an impaled woman upon the temple cross. She was, to the priest, very pretty.  

2.

Around 6 a.m., the authorities, along with the family, left the scene.  

Sister Riddle stared at her reflection, considering her tired form. Splashing some water on her face, she tried to get the poor girl’s mother’s scream out of her mind. When she helped Father Krept shut down for the night, he asked her if she wanted to have a nightcap, and now here she was, making her lonely way down to his office.  

She couldn’t help it; she thought he was amazing. Though she had felt much the same for Leroy when they had first met as well. She knocked twice.  

“Come in.” As she did so, the familiar scent of saltwater greeted her. Father Krept was busy with correspondence.  

“Did you not wish to see me, Father?”  

“No,” she turned to go. “I meant yes. Have a seat. I’ll only be a moment.” He put his glasses back on. It was no worry. This allowed her time to compose herself. She sat in one of the visitor chairs in front of the preacher’s massive executive desk. Behind him hung several degrees and a medal that looked like it was from the Army. She would have to ask him about that. “Sister?” He noticed her, lost in her thoughts.  

“No, I’m okay.” she nodded her head, and watched as he got up and unlocked an intricate bureau cabinet. He produced two small glasses and a bottle of unlabeled liquor. As he showed it to her, it seemed as if the cloudy Amber was the home of creatures deep within. Nodding her head as if to say ‘yes, I thought you would never ask,’ she accepted the glass. Setting the bottle back down, he averted his gaze.  

And then her visage of sadness turned into something other that resembled despair.  

“Sister, tonight you did a good thing, helping the temple just as we needed you.”  

“It wasn’t right.”  

“We all face our own tests.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” The father gave her an expression that seethed with darkness, and she leaned back in the chair. 

“Is everything alright, Sister? You look as if you had seen a ghost.”  

“Why did you tell me to lie?” 

“I didn’t tell you to lie, but I asked you to take discretion and to keep our own business our own.” “Father, what was out there?”  

“What good is it to know?” he asked with wild eyes. “Trust me, it would only serve in raising new questions. And that sister would be unnecessary.”  

“Is that what you told Esther Thompson, too?”  

He pointed at her. “Now that was different, and you know that,” anger spilling into the conversation. His voice calmed, but was still firm. “Are you going to be okay, Mrs. Riddle?”  

She flinched. “Yes, Father Krept.”  

“So, we saw something in the woods.”  

Her eyebrows set, and she said, “Not that, the woman who died tonight.”  

“I didn’t tell you to lie. That,” his voice lowered clandestinely, “was horrible. No one should have witnessed something so tragic.” He peered at her. “Sister. Ezra. Ezra,” he got up and approached her.  

She was lying all the way back in the chair, and all at once, he stumbled backward as her body levitated.  

“Christ on the cross,” he said, backing away. He just stood above her as she gazed at him with a blank stare and doughy eyes. Placing his hand before her, she looked from it back to his face as if in a trance. Working her from supplications. “Are you ready?” he asked. She only nodded her head in assent.  

“Qualia Lumin Vox Qualia Lumin Vox.” She ascended another couple of inches. “Ugh,” as her head went even further back, she croaked out the words again.  

Suddenly, as if breaking the surface after exploring the underworld, she shook her head. Beads of darkness bubbled and weakened to the corners of her peripheral vision.  

She took his hand and sat up. “What did you say, Father?”  

“I said sometimes I don’t know what to think of you. You do the oddest things.”  

“No, before that.”  

“Oh, I asked if you were ready for this weekend.”  

“What?”  

“The meteor showers coming through. First time in four years.”  

“A lot can change in four years,” she said.  

“Yes.”  

“I’ve heard of it?”  

“Diana’s Rain?”  

“Leroy had a different name for the coming nova internment,” she said.  

“Did he? Should I ask?”  

“He called it?”  

Next, she seemed to remember herself. “It’s been a long morning, Father.”  

After a stiff pause, they considered each other, as if silently speaking. Walking her to the door, they parted without saying another word.  
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1.

Ther was darkness, and the subject’s eyes opened to it, revealing a very pretty woman smiling at him. She had short black hair and piercing blue eyes. They were in the living room, watching television.  

“What?”  

“What, what?”  

“Why are you looking at me like that?”  

“Do I have to have a reason?” he asked as he hopped up in such a way to hover over her in one quick motion. She seemed to enjoy it.  

Eli and Beverly had been together for three years. Eli, the creator, and host of the exceedingly popular entertainment channel show called ‘Paranormal Evidence,’ was now in its 5th season. His co-host Maranda and the show’s tech guy, EUs, had featured Beverly in the last six episodes. This had become the couple’s ritual: watching the reruns in the evenings. The network aired a new episode every week and was even on at Primetime. The network had been showing the ones that featured Beverly repeatedly. Eli was sure that Todd, one of the station producers, had a crush on her. Surprisingly, viewers didn’t seem in the least tired of the masquerade.  

“Hey babe, do we have to watch it again?” Eli asked.  

“Why not? We were going to anyway.”  

“Just because you’re an amateur and all, does that give you the right to dictate what we watch every night?”  

“It’s just so exhausting watching Miranda tripping over EU’s feet for two hours.”  

The DVR that was connected to the entertainment center buzzed into life. They both sat there, wide-eyed, as the glaring box stole their attention. All at once and without warning, it pulled us in as well. The screen was dark as the transmission came through, and then the scene faded in. Dramatic music played, and Eli’s voice narrated.  

“It all started on a chilly November night. I had moved into the Cloverfield apartment complex in upstate New York. For the first week, I would be woken by an ominous presence that was trying to commune with me. With the aid of my spirit board, which had given me a very distinct message.” (As the narration progressed, the video projected a dramatized version where he was walking around in the dark, following a specter through corridors.) 

“The message that was communicated to me had dire consequences and would put me on a journey across the U.S. ‘I dwell below,’ it read. After pushing my way into the basement, I found a missing woman. After calling the proper authorities, I found out her name was Angelica, and she had died over two decades earlier. Now, as she leads me to the truth, follow along as I collect Paranormal Evidence.”  

The scene went black, and Eli’s attention broke as he regarded Beverly. She continued watching as if in a trance. He looked beyond her to the many oddments and other decorations that covered the walls. The oddities and adornments he had collected during his travels were massive.  

There was a knife in a shadow box. The small placard placed next to it explained that the man it had belonged to had killed 26 women on a Pacific Island. There was a voodoo doll that’s description claimed it was from the scene of a crime in New Orleans where a grisly murder had occurred in the spring of 2001. Above that was what looked to be a human head with a mask of pantyhose stretched over its circumference, as if it was attempting to filter the world’s madness.  

Another shadowbox contained a piece of flesh that was tattooed with a navy ship. Looking down at the corner shelf hanging from the side was a necklace made of ears. Before we could read the information card, our attention pulled through the ether, so that we were once again witnesses to these realities that are turned inside out upon themselves.  

Eli was dreaming.  

He was in that apartment, the one he was first visited in. All was black. A pale thing formed out of the fog that he only now realized was all along the ground, which was cold, and there was no scent of anything. The figure was breathing rhythmically. It was facing away from him. He could make out the movement in its sinewy back. The spine was tight upon the meat, and the flesh was a deathly shade of pale.  

“Clack,” Eli stepped backward. The thing had popped its back. As it did so, its spine had been so sharp that just by stretching, it broke the skin that, instead of a rip, made more of a “Schlick,” sound as the vertebrae pierced the skin. “Click, swoosh,” another “click, Schloss,” another. However, upon this lower bone, a pocket of infected blood crawled to the surface and flecked over his face. He stepped back when the liquid touched him. Sizzling, it hissed as it made contact. When he turned, it wasn’t into the path of dreams; it was the stuff of nightmares.  

Considering Eli’s story, yes, she was a real person who died by her boyfriend’s hand two decades before; however, like the illusion that defies the laws of physics, it’s still only a carefully constructed deception. 

There he floated, frozen in sleep paralysis. The other half of his story was a beautiful apple that carried a worm in its heart. And yes, though the entity had once been Angelica, it wasn’t so human-like anymore. She had become something else, growing down there as she did for so long. Now, it looked at him and said, “wake up.”  

2.

He opened his eyes to yellow light spilling through the living room window and shot up off the couch, thinking he was late for work. Then Beverly walked into the room, her hair wrapped in a towel, wearing only panties. The atoms danced in the fragments of light filtering through the blinds.  

“Holy shit, I thought I was late.” He glanced at Sam, who, upon seeing his master awake, stood up and yawned. “What time is it?”  

“Almost one.”  

“What? Why didn’t you wake me up, babe?” he asked as he grabbed his phone.  

“Relax, it’s Sunday.”  

He stopped, realizing he wasn’t late after all.  

“What’s wrong?” Beverly noticed his worried expression.  

“Todd tried to call three times?” The network bookie and his childhood friend.  

“Yeah, he told me to have you call him. He said it was nothing serious, just business stuff.”  

“You coming too, buddy?” 

Sam looked up as if to say, ‘Not me,’ and laid down with his head on his paws.  

Eli descended the steps to the basement, that was filled with his collection of haunted items. Beverly had named it the ‘spirit room,’ not for the attached manifestations but for the spirit Eli breathed into them.  

He navigated through the boxes and covered items to his office. As if on cue, the house phone rang from his desk.  

“Paranormal Evidence, Eli speaking.”  

“Eli!” It was Todd. “I’ve got some inside news; keep it to yourself for now.”  

“Oh, no.”  

“Don’t worry, it’s not that serious.”  

“Okay, what is it?”  

“Paranormal Evidence might lose both weekday evening slots.”  

“What? How do you know? Why?”  

“Calm down, it’s not my call. I book shows, not cut them. I overheard—they want to replace it with the pawnshop’s spinoff.”  

“So, it’s not confirmed?”  

“No, but ratings need to double by the season’s end.”  

“That’s just a month from now.”  

“Right. See what you can work up.”  

Eli agreed and hung up, absorbing the news.  

“Damn. What am I going to do now?”  

3.

Later, Eli discussed the situation with Beverly. She reassured him it wasn’t a big deal since they still held the key spot on the channel’s Primetime. Eli agreed, but he was determined to hold it for as long as possible.  

That evening, he called his co-investigator Miranda, who suggested that a lockdown in an intriguing location would be a strategic move. After agreeing that it sounded promising, Eli returned upstairs to find Beverly on the couch.  

“I love you too,” she said, ending her phone call.  

“Why are you looking at me like that?”  

“Because I found the perfect place to investigate.” 

“Nice, we might as well make it an online event?” Eli jested.  

“Not bad,” she admitted, impressed with the idea.  

“Actually, Miranda suggested it,” Eli confessed.  

“Great,” her tone dripping with sarcasm.  

“What location did you find?”  

“Bruce told me about a place called ‘The Ranch’ or ‘Mr. Miller’s Ranch.’”  

“I’ve heard of the place,” Eli said, intrigued.  

“Tomorrow I’ll do some digging and see what I can find,”  

“Okay, babe,” patting her leg, he settled on the couch.  

About an hour later, Eli awoke in a panic, but his memory was hazy of what he had been dreaming about.  

However, he had a good idea to ensure that he would produce a memorable lockdown. As he pondered the possibilities, he muted the television, which was replaying the same Houdini documentary as the night before.  

“Deceit,” he said to the room. “Illusion.”  

Sitting up with a jolt, as if struck by lightning, Eli realized he knew just the person who could help and if his plan worked, he would increase the show’s ratings. But first, he needed to make a phone call. If he fails, ‘Paranormal Evidence’ would be over. Like the lives of the specters that he so vehemently pursued.  
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1.

Falling further than our subject’s waking mind could comprehend. The viewer’s fingernail is bent back on the wall. Plummeting down the rabbit hole, just to be spat right out of existence onto the other side of infinitude. We can see the great coiling matrix of it all in a scattering of images, reaching the cold pavement. 

Down amid the streets of a city that was not unlike our own. We see an arch, the gateway to the west, like a lone sentinel opened wide. The last remnants of yellow light, spilling in fragments of a day’s burning. Dark silhouettes, far in the distance, were reminiscent of a modern-day Sodom and Gomorrah.  

Beyond the cityscape, we can make out the forms of a woman in a nondescript kitchen attending a party of twenty something’s. There goes Jason and Leo, and over there, around the fence in the backyard, it’s Jake and Mary. Jake, a fallen-from-grace baseball player from the Midwest. Ah, here we go now, our principal attraction.  

Emily DiChristina.  

A classical beauty who held in her possession a fire that could illuminate those that were so inclined to look or incinerate with only a look, such was her beauty. Though, to some, she appeared to have a mannequin quality. Her longtime friend Riley Jenkins, the delinquent childhood star who was with her now because she seemed to keep her out of trouble. Riley’s career couldn’t afford another visit to jail.  

“Emily, can you give me a lift over to Sinder’s?”  

“Sure, I have to stop by Pete’s on the way.”  

“Cool. I’ll just grab my bag.”  

As Emily sat in her Porsche waiting for Riley, it wasn’t long before her friend was there, opening the passenger side, waking her from her musings.  

“You ready, chick?”  

“Yeah,” she said as she put on her seatbelt and the vehicle into drive.  

A few moments later, both women had not only stopped by the convenience store but were already along the back roads.  

The sky had turned from a gray evening into an opaque lapis lazuli. The pinpoints of stars pocked the skyline with their illumined wisdom, and the cool breeze that came in through the window was like a thousand memories passed.  

“Hit it,” Riley said as she turned the radio up.  

Emily turned it back down. “Calm yourself. I’m already in deep trouble with my dad. I can’t get caught driving all crazy.”  

“Hey, what’s that?” Riley said as they came up to a stop sign.  

A white orb lit the clouds just above their foggy details. A subtle illumination lit the road that was deserted except for the properties that continued in every direction, farming fields of various varieties.  

The glow on the horizon pulsed, and the streetlights that were speckled throughout were ominous in their oppression.  

“Go.” 

The fork in the road presented them with three options. “This way. Come on.” Emily let her foot off the brake. The rocks beneath ground together like a great cog.  

When they had gotten around the stand of trees, they once again saw the glow. “Go. I want to see what it is.” They only had a couple of yards to go when there appeared out of the fog, a macabre scene. There was a beast that had another bound in its raking maw, swinging its prey wildly back and forth.  

Rather than slam into the creatures, Emily wrenched the steering wheel to the left, but Riley grabbed it and yanked it to the right. The vehicle flipped 180 degrees, and for a silent second, all faded to black. 

The next disjointed fragments of time and reality came as a projection slide that’s film clips and then flashes, temporarily blinding us. When our vision returns to normal, the smoke is still not quite clear and a padding of footsteps along with a series of anxious breaths.  

The viewer is lying face down, instinctively; she reaches up to her cheek. There were small pebbles mixed in with the blood on her fingers. Peering through the shattered windows of the flipped-over car, she saw her friend’s pale legs approach that other thing.  

Just now, noticing the monstrosity’s first victim, that now lay a few yards off in a broken heap of flesh and bones, and began shaking. She couldn’t tell what form it took before its demise. A sickening crunch as she had only just realized her friend’s feet had, in that moment, she had taken to consider the dying beast, vanished. Now only smoke swirled where she had been. The set of legs that remained resembled something more akin to hooves, and Emily’s breath caught in her throat as they turned in her direction.  

It was at this point that she sensed the danger, and her eyes welled with tears, and there was the thud of a wet collision that followed. All the darkness within the frame glitched and switched on, and our observer awoke.  

Setting up and she knew something was wrong. For she was in a hospital room, and there was a fierce-appearing police officer and a man seated next to him who was wearing a suit and had a styled haircut. The latter got up and backed out of the room.  

“Where’s my dad?”  

“You’re going to pay for what you did.” 

“What for?”  

“You’re going to pay.”  

“Wait. What happened?” She noticed the bandages on her arms and legs. Feeling around her body, she realized the damage was not beyond repair. She looked back up with watery eyes. Again, the imposing glare of the officer greeted her. 

Suddenly, a familiar face appeared. It was Vivian, her wicked stepmother, who was a fierce lawyer. She had natural red hair and wore a business suit that highlighted her heels. There was a nurse trailing in behind who had blonde hair and wore track pants and sneakers. 

“Leave her alone. Get out of here,” she ordered the police officer. The man with the suit came back in. He had a doctor with him.   

A few moments later, the room now only held the doctor, Vivian, and when Emily was ready, he began.  

“You have been in an accident. Do you remember anything from last night?”  

“What happened?” She looked around, and Vivian gave her a nod, as if to prod her forward. “I remember Riley and I left Pete’s.”  

“Yes.”  

“And then we were going to Sinder’s.”  

“Yes?”  

“Where’s my dad?”  

The door burst open, and there stood another doctor. The nurse with the blonde hair followed him in.  

“What’s going on?”  

“There’s been an accident.”  

“Your acting like I did something wrong.”  

“What do you remember from the last time you were with Riley?”  

“We left Pete’s, and on my way to drop her off, we saw a light.” The doctor looked over at Vivian, and they shared a furtive glance.  

“And then what happened?”  

“We followed the road so that we could see, and that’s it,” she felt confused, and these people’s accusing glares didn’t help matters.  

“No, wait. We saw something. Riley, oh no,” she wept. The nurse came back into the room and sat by the doctor’s side. “Your friend Riley Jenkins is dead.” 

“Her family is blaming you for the accident,” Vivian added.  

“You were driving, correct?” the nurse finished.  

“Yes, but—”  

“But what?”  

“She grabbed the wheel.”  

“And forced you to crash?” She looked over at her. At first tears, and then anger. “What do you care? Do you even know her?” she shot back at her accuser. “Why do you care so much?” Anger rose with every syllable. The nurse just looked at her with a sneer. That’s when Emily jumped over to the side of the medical bed and lunged at her. 

“Jerk. Boom! Pop!” The IV attached to Emily’s hand popped out and blood spritzed the doctor and Vivian’s faces. The motion ending in the patient punching the nurse square in the nose. This caused all in attendance to react. To Emily’s mind, it seemed as if a record had stopped, and all came into focus with vivid clarity.  

The doctor told her it would be fine as two orderlies strapped her down, and she looked at Vivian. Who once again nodded her assent, and the doctor stuck a very menacing syringe in her arm. He then told her to relax, and then for Emily, all became foggy, and the scenes melted away at the end.  

2.

When Emily awoke several hours later, she was being escorted by the same orderlies who had helped restrain her. As they exited the hospital, she was unprepared for the scene that greeted her. Not only did she have to shield her eyes from the sun, but there were also cameras and reporters from every channel in the area, all eager to take photos of the delinquent heiress.  

“Miss Emily,” her bodyguard’s familiar voice greeted her as his round sunglasses lifted; they never betrayed his emotions. Initially, she had resented him, but now it was no small comfort to have him nearby. Upon entering the limo, she felt a surge of joy upon discovering her father, Roger, on the opposite seat.  

“Daddy!” She lunged into his arms, then noticed Vivian looking out of her side of the limo’s window. He must have denied her something; she always sulked like that. As soon as her door slammed shut, Parvis climbed into the driver’s seat.  

“Oh, my god. That was crazy. I hate those people.”  

“What did they want to know?” Vivian inquired. Emily was just as confused as before. It seemed as if everyone knew about the accident, and they were all blaming her. This realization dawned on her all at once. Her father, Roger, wore the same blank stare as always.  

Shortly thereafter, the DiChristina limo arrived at their property. Outside the gates were the same media hounds as before. ‘Damn,’ Emily thought, ‘they move fast.’ Once Parvis had dropped her off at the door, feigning to run an errand, leaving her to enter alone, she went in.  

As soon as she crossed the threshold, she fell to the floor. Everything seemed to hit her at once. Knowing that she just had to keep it together for her father’s benefit, she didn’t want to freak him out.  

But now that she was alone, it all came upon her like a cold sweat that signals the coming fever. Though after some rest a few hours later, she calmed down. Peering out the blinds, it seemed a new group of paparazzi were circling the area, like hungry sharks who had caught the taste of blood in the water.  

3.

Later, Emily’s father, Roger, sat in his office, looking out the window, when Vivian, after stirring the pot a bit on her own, told him that just because Emily was his daughter, that didn’t make her any less guilty. She then gave him his antacids, the only thing that could ease the pains in his stomach. Again, she reminded him, as she was so adept at stating the obvious, that her stepdaughter was bound to explain what had happened, and once this drama was over, all would be well.  

When she was done with the old man, Vivian casually strolled out of the room. This was part of a ritual, a long series to be played out each evening. Upstairs at the estate, Vivian had secured her own set of rooms. Roger had told her they were too dark for him. Practically since the day she moved in, it had been one issue after another with him. Then, two years ago, the doctors had explained that the tumor had knotted his brain. Ever since, he would obsessively stare out of the window like a stalking a lover.  

“Click.” shutting the door behind herself, she let her head rest against the cold wood. “Ugh,” she exhaled.  

Looking up at the clock, she noticed something was off. Discarding her shirt and not even bothering to turn on the light, she went into the walk-in closet and, within a heavy wooden armoire, pulled out a cell phone and went through the muted notifications. Soon, the device was up to her ear.  

No one answered. Turning the ringer up, she set it back down in the drawer. She nibbled on her top lip and sent a text message with her regular phone. Simultaneously, her other one from within the drawer emitted a notification. With a smile, she wrote, “It is done.” The caller responded, immediately bringing her clandestine smile out to play.  

4.

Meanwhile, downstairs in the main house, Emily received a message explaining that Vivian had tried pleading with her father, but he had instructed her to pass on the news that Emily was to vacate the premises at once.  

She was disowned.  
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1.

Waving his outstretched hand back and forth in front of his patient’s blank face proved of little consequence. He stood up fully, yawned, and stretched. Corvo peered around the room as the IV steadily dripped. The pulled blinds, not sufficient to block out the mild luminescence that bathed the hospice in a dead shade of white, that promised the inevitability of decay. He rubbed his short beard, pondering his first move. When in doubt, he remembered to just call her. But he couldn’t do that now.  

“Click.” someone opened the door. Upon seeing him, they promptly closed it again.  

“Good lord. Insistent people,” pulling his phone from his pocket and typing the words, “It has begun.” He surveyed the room’s shelves, plentiful as they were. It wasn’t there; he was certain of it. The object held significant importance. His eyes halted once they reached the latent man, the very reason for his presence.  

Augustus Crux’s motionless form lay draped across the hospital bed. The doctor’s own table sat opposite. Both windows still permitted gray fragments of light to spill in, casting repeating patterns from the valance.  

Following the room’s oppressive breaks, his gaze returned to Agustus Crux himself. 

Corvo ran his open palm in front of his eyes. Was there any improvement? What had the once powerful, practically beyond measure, ambassador of the presence become now? A shadow of his former self. He chuckled.  

Suddenly, the dark spheres in the room popped and ebbed, forcefully pushing the doctor back. Corvo Scythe couldn’t be certain, but his gifts led him to assume that the older man was still there, lacking the strength to reawaken his body after the stroke’s shock. To Corvo, it seemed he could see him looking back through his very being.  

“Ting,” his phone sprang to life. He instinctively silenced it.  

When he reached for his notebooks, someone had moved them, as was often the case. So, the old man displaced things? Corvo just wondered how far his reach extended? Surely it wasn’t beyond these doors. Assuring himself that he would have detected such signs. Wouldn’t he have? Gathering his things, he exited the room without even noticing the orbs that began to condensate. 

2.

Judiah Crux watched the proceedings with a weary eye—not in the usual sense, but with that other kind, the one that endows its bearer with an ancient spirit. However, some dormant fears only need a gust to stir the tempest aloft, bringing nearer fangs to rend.  

The house seemed as if the occupants had tripled in the last few hours. There were the immediate family, the twice-removed grandkids who were seemingly everywhere in the mansion, and the deranged children.  

Suddenly, the door opened, and out stepped the clever doctor. To Judiah, the beady-eyed physician wasn’t worth a damn. As soon as he had vacated the room, Judiah navigated through the motley throng from the end of the hall and entered. On his way, he exchanged glances with the eldest among the permanent residents besides his father. Rake was a good old boy, he thought. And there were the two cousins from uncle Mike.  

“Click.” the door opened, and Judiah crept in. Surveying the gloom, he wondered why someone would install so many shelves, and for what? These things? The adornments were busts of conquerors: Caesar at the head, Stalin on the right, and Alexander on the left. Genghis Khan, Pope Innocent (who famously went around the Vatican collecting the penises off all the statues)—some were ancient, others not so much. He paused before Washington’s marble complexion and studied the man’s intricately carved features. He supposed there were about one hundred small statues in this collection.  

Beside the disembodied heads, there were just empty shelves. The various machines roused him from his musings. He came into view of his father, Augustus.  

The old man just held that stare, as always. Getting down to his haunches, Judiah looked into his eyes. Getting back up with a sigh, he had once again convinced himself of his father’s situation. Before all this, he would sometimes play jokes on Judiah, saying that the young man was too serious all the time. Looking over onto the bedside table, the cup was gone. Judiah was obsessed with water and let out a groan at the consequences.  

In the room’s omnipotence, Judiah, knowing his nature, involuntarily flexed his oxygen glands and drew a mask of the ichor out of the air that his father was trying to condense, and breathed it back out. If one were to see the man, his red hair would shock them. For it was as alizarin as the clot, and he resembled a person who has been working out since the day they were born. To Judiah, his only shortcoming, he thought as he looked into the standing ornamental mirror, was his height. He wasn’t very tall compared to the other male Crux. This was his complex, though you would never hear that defining trait pass from his wide lips. Now, what he lacked in height, he made up for in brawn. He flexed once again, and black smoke escaped him at a pulse.  

It wasn’t his own nature that he feared like the rest of the family did; it was others’ cruel nature; he feared. He supposed that one day someone’s rash decision would be the death of him. Until then, he calmly went about getting a cup of water. Finding a straw from a drawer, he went over to his father and drew some of the precious nectar up with his forefinger, placed it on the older man’s tongue, and released. 

Good.  

Setting the apparatus down on the table, as was usual, he grabbed his shirt and headed out the door. 

To an observer, had they seen the latent man, they would have seen how his eyes followed him out of the room that day. When he got out into the hall, the despondent gaze of his relatives confronted him. Going down to the gallery, he made a right. No one would make eye contact with him unless addressed, so fierce was his temper.  

This gallery held his father’s bigger statues, each one a testament to his power and wealth. Some people said you could fit a narrow football field in this room. Sixteen windows lined each side, but they were all shut today.  

He turned right at the massive Zeus statue that stood in the corner guarding the entrance to the east wing. This was where the guests stayed, which Judiah rarely visited. He went to the end of the hall and peered through the glass windows of the library. He remembered little about how it came to be, only that it was his now errant mother’s project. She had left when he was young, leaving everything, including himself, behind.  

To a visitor, of which there were many, the mansion looked more like a fortress with its four floors. Facing the east, turning its back to the west, as if to defy the setting sun. He remembered when his father had the gargoyles placed upon the corners of the roof, their stone faces grim and menacing. His father used to say they were there to keep the evil out, but Judiah thought they were more likely to keep the evil in.  

What he knew was that the massive estate fell to his father by his progenitor, Grandfather Crux himself, when he passed away. His father used to tell him stories that were even then, old. Mostly sardonic tales about his Ambassadorship and why he wasn’t a Governor, reflecting different times. About the presence and how and when to communicate. His father postponed the story for another time and resumed his other lessons. 

He reached the apartment that the family called the watering rooms, where aunt Myrtle, who oversaw the guests, had assigned the physician. Judiah made a right and entered. It wasn’t as big as one would expect, considering the size of the mansion, only having a television, a four-poster bed and an armoire and a couch. In the center of the room, there was a table that held the doctor’s belongings. Judiah grabbed the remote and closed his eyes, feeling a strong pulse that was distant. Opening his eyes and rummaging through the bag, he found a cell phone, an envelope of photos, and a hidden compartment with some memory cards and another cell phone hidden. Flipping through the photos, he was about to put them back when he heard the door being unlocked and opened. He pretended to help open the door, but he was ready to fight if necessary. However, he needn’t have worried. It was only Marionette, the head house cleaner. Judiah thought she was very pretty, with her red hair and green eyes. She had been the apple of his eye once.  

He smiled at her, and she smiled back, but then glanced down, her cheeks turning redder than her hair. Just as he was crossing the threshold, the doctor appeared. He had turned the corner and seen them. Corvo glared from one to the other, suspiciously, like a parent who had caught an errant child with their hand in the cookie jar.  

“What’s up?” the doctor asked, with a hint of attitude in his voice.  

Judiah hijacked the confrontation. “While I have you both here, who keeps moving my dad’s cup of water?” They both started to talk and accuse the other when, clearly, they had both done it before, he seemed to believe.  

“BEEP!” Judiah’s phone went off, loudly. It startled the voluptuous house cleaner, making her cheeks turn even redder. Answering the phone, he motioned for the others to be quiet. Then, putting his hand over the receiver, he mouthed the words, “She’s here.”  

“Oh,” the doctor said, adjusting his round glasses. Judiah thought he looked ridiculous with his bow tie and vest and mustache. Marionette just stared, silently, as usual. “East end parlor in fifteen minutes,” Judiah said.  

The doctor nodded nervously.  

3.

Twenty minutes later, with the main part of the family gathered—excluding the father and an errant mother—and after all the greetings, Judiah sat and watched. This was where the family, to his knowledge, conducted their business of various sorts, mostly in clandestine dealings.  

The room was a testament to his father’s creation. The ceilings boasted painted frescoes with clouds and saints gliding, walking, and flying—a quite remarkable sight to the casual observer. It was challenging to distinguish illusion from the plaster in some niches. Recessed bowers illuminated from the far ends of the room the trompe l’oeil. There were two sets of armor. 

The chairs and couches, sparsely placed, were of the French variety. Tables were along each side, with another at the back, already catching the various virtues and vices of the occupants. To Judiah, it resembled a courtroom. He supposed in some ways it was. 

However, in the front, where grandma and grandpa once sat, now was Lorenda, embodying the essence of the 1920s noir vamp. She was the Crux’s eldest daughter, with cropped black hair and porcelain, doll-like skin. Judiah averted his gaze. She had plump red lips and wore a slim-fitting dinner dress.  

Next to Lorenda sat her husband, Frank. He donned a tuxedo, had shaggy hair, and possessed very distant eyes. Though, if one gazed hard enough into them, they could see something else.  

At the far end of the table to Judiah’s left sat uncle Rake, who was great and, aside from a few mental breaks that he couldn’t quite recall but had heard all about, seldom spoke.  

Next to him was his own half-sister, Abigor. She could outrun the fastest from several counties around. Then one day, when a scout came to see her, the accident occurred. She coughed and turned, her despondent gaze seeming to look through him. She had probably inherited that from their father; he mused. Slobber dripped unceremoniously from her slack jaw, and that’s when uncle Rake corrected her.  

Opposite sat aunt Myrtle, accompanied by the previously introduced Marionette. At the other end of the table sat Johnathan Spiva, clad in his suit and slicked-back hair. He had a penchant for unattainable women and fumbled with one hand in his pocket, staring at Frank with a fierce intensity in his eyes. He had spent most of his life in prison. Johnathan was another child from a social affair. Mother, despite her platitudes, had John’s birth mother’s head delivered to her on a stick. Judiah observed Johnathan’s gaze shift to sweet Marionette when aunt Myrtle scolded him. It was a peculiar dynamic. Myrtle seemed to be the only one to exert such influence over his cruel half-brother. The mistress had thoroughly ensnared their father, and that’s how the older couple’s union had dissolved, to the best of Judiah’s knowledge. They all sat in silence as the yellow light cascaded through the blinds.  

All at once, Lorenda finished putting her filter-less cigarette into a black tube and, without looking at him; she nudged the vest of Frank. Only after no response from her prodding did she scream, “Lighter!”  

“Oh,” he croaked as he fumbled around in his breast pocket.  

“Yes, you imbecile.” After a moment, she told him never mind.  

Someone knocked. Looking over at Judiah. “Answer that, won’t you, love?” For the first time, Frank looked up, as if he had missed something. She put her hand on him and shook her head no. His look of confusion turned to something else as he regarded the smile on Judiah’s face.  

Opening the door, he stepped out of the way to let the doctor in.  

Corvo, looking around at all the strange faces, Lorinda introduced herself and Frank. Judiah sat him down towards the front. The physician seemed entirely perplexed by the bridegroom.  

“Don’t mind him, darling,” Lorinda said. Aunt Myrtle scoffed, as did John, who was still fidgeting in that pocket of his with murder in his eyes. Judiah always thought his half-brother acted suspicious, just like the man’s slicked-back hair.  

“Clank,” all their attention went to the door as it opened of its own accord.  

“Where’s Parvis at?”  

“Parvis?” Myrtle asked.  

“Parvis is still gone,” Judiah said as he looked at the empty chair next to him.  

“Ha ha, he’s dead now,” laughed Abigor.  

“ABBY!” yelled John, which scared the mad woman, and she whimpered. Uncle Rake just comforted her while fixing his gaze on the other child with a menacing stare. To Judiah, the process was working much faster on his half-sister. John laughed at her childish display, which caused her to sink deeper into Rake’s massive arms.  

“Stop,” grunted Frank to John.  

All was silent.  

The familiar smoke at first wafted up and around his brother’s torso. Then he stood and pulled his hand out of his pocket. It was, to Judiah, a nice straight razor. He should have guessed that’s what the old boy had. However, once standing, one could see how the act was making his suit damp from his enthusiasm. Such was the change.  

Without warning, Frank pulled out his gun.  

“Enough!” yelled Lorenda. Judiah just smiled when he watched all their attention switch to the cowering doctor, who had backed himself into the corner, terrified at the sight of violence. Sometimes the Crux family seemed to forget themselves.  

“Honey, would you get them?” Lorenda asked. Judiah nodded and stood up. They were each told they could come back when they had their emotions in check. 

They all looked down as John stalked down the hall, and to Judiah’s surprise, there was a familiar face. It was menacing and cruel, to say the least. Gullo, Judiah’s half-brother, visited. Judiah closed the door and, upon looking back over at his sordid aunt, had to stifle a cry of his own, as now Gullo and Lorenda were comparing knives. Gullo’s, an oversized cleaver that was made for one thing, and Lorenda’s too short, bladed talons.  

Then, ever so slight scintillations began popping and ebbing their way around the back of the room, signaling Moab was in the building. Judiah could sense the doctor’s fear of etheric manipulation. “Lorenda,” she kindly regarded him with that wicked smile that caused him to feel a sudden clenching in his gut.  

“Possibly we should address, um,” he stammered under their gaze, “the situation?”  

“We shall,” Lorinda said with all the seductiveness of a noir vamp. Frank looked at his wife longingly. As Judiah was walking out, the doctor’s fright appeared to have returned.  

When considering Moab, he was a distant relative that, to Judiah, resembled not so much a man as a psychotic funeral director that was back from the dead, such was his unearthly hue. However, the newly arrived relative’s shade of death was translucent to a degree compared to that of Frank’s.  

“Dr?”  

“Yes?”  

“Come here,” said Lorinda. “Frank, go find something to do, will you, darling?” she purred with a wicked smile. “You know what?” He didn’t. “Go to the second floor and throw yourself off the balcony, so that we may mend you later.” She shot a glance back at the doctor, who didn’t get her joke. “You, up here,” the seductress commanded with a black fingernail. Then, with the same digit, she signaled to Judiah, and he bounded up and lit his Zippo, offering her the flame. “Thank you, sweetness,” she purred.  

As Frank went out of the door, he looked to have noticed the exchange. “He won’t really do it.”  

“What do you mean?” asked the doctor, as he took his seat next to the lioness.  

“Take flight, my dear,” she purred, exhaling a long drag of smoke that coiled in upon itself.  

“I don’t understand your meaning, Mrs. Crux.”  

“You’re so clever. It’s just Lorinda.” Then, all seriousness, she croaked, “What have you got for us?”  

Readjusting his glasses, he coughed, and Judiah did as well, to show that he was very much still paying attention and they needed to move along. “Um, your father has suffered a fatal stroke. This being not the first one.”  

“Will he live or not?”  

“Oh, I don’t expect him to make it through the evening. My sincerest respects.”  

“Oh,” she said and blew a puff of smoke that slowly drifted towards his face.  

Moab burst in with his southern drawl. “Can you communicate with him?”  

“He has thus far been unresponsive.” There was silence, besides a few stray voices from the hallway.  

“We need to find out where the box is,” Moab said plainly as smoke coalesced off his shoulders, like vapor escaping ice. All their attention went to a chair that was next to Judiah. 

“Boxes?” Corvo asked.  

“Some old family heirlooms,” Lorinda said absentmindedly, rolling her eyes.  

“Miss,” Moab interjected, “What about the Luminary convergence? Diana’s Rain?” Lorinda just looked back at him. “The Ravening?” he asked. “Couldn’t we see a path?”  

“Assuming that he’s alive that long. I wonder why he never picked a chosen?” Everyone looked at Judiah suspiciously. He either didn’t know what they were talking about or didn’t care. 

“Luminary? The Ravening?” asked the doctor.  

There was silence except for an applause taking place somewhere. “Brother?”  

“Yes.”  

“Please see our physician here back to his own rooms, so that we may discuss things. And Judiah.”  

“Take care. We need our doctor.”  

“Of course.”  

A shadow dropped outside the window, stealing all of their attention. “Thump.”  

Recognition spread over Lorinda’s face. “Oh, my god. He must have done it.”  

“Who did what?”  

Judiah smiled as an electric crackle emanated from one corner.  

“Doctor,” he turned. “It was Frank, dear. He had done what I asked him to do,” she said with a wicked smile that reached like her talons through them all.  
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1

Matthew Ryan felt a surge of joy when Amber agreed to go out with him. He had worked hard to win her over, and his efforts had not been in vain. But soon, confusion set in. After introducing Amber to his best friend, Leroy Atkins, tension arose. The newly infatuated couple argued constantly, and Matthew, sensing the shift, grew distant. The once close trio of friends dissolved.  

Matthew was single again, assuming Leroy and Amber would form a new duo. However, the betrayal of friendship cast a long shadow.  

The couple soon cut off all communication with Matthew, as if he had never existed.  

Meanwhile, in a small subdivision within the county, thirty-five-year-old graphic designer Leroy had inherited two properties. One was an apartment building on the less desirable side of town, the other a small cabin in Effingham, forty miles from the garden district.  

Amber, raised near Maryville in neighboring Collinsville, lived with her mother Julia. Julia spent most days by the window, mumbling and occasionally displaying wild eyes, claiming someone was out there. Amber considered these good days compared to others when her mother became violent.  

The couple had remained together for two years, but a winter miscarriage sparked a series of arguments.  

A week into the disagreements, she questioned her mother, Julia, who only roared about her father being the devil and her daughter was a whore.

Over the next few weeks, Leroy vanished for extended periods, leaving Amber alone with her mother’s escalating madness. Neighborhood onlookers whispered accusations of neglect and abuse.  

Leroy’s sudden rages fueled Julia’s hatred. During a checkup, a social worker witnessed a disturbing scene and alerted the authorities. A home safety check found no definitive signs of abuse. Though, they sent the couple to undergo counseling with Dr. Clementina Scythe.  

2.

As the old Ford’s headlights pierced the darkness, dust swirled in its wake. Fading light in the west gave way to encroaching shadows, and the trees twisted, contorting the branches that had formed a steeple-like canopy.  

Bois des Farm was the name that had arrived in an envelope five years before and was as mysterious as the inheritance itself. His uncle, who had bequeathed him the cabin it left no note, only questions.  

Surrounding the circular yard and humble cabin wasn’t so luxurious, but to Leroy and Amber, it resembled a Thomas Kinkade painting, evoking a sense of warmth and tranquility.  

Amber smiled, noticing the small shed and, well, its wood showing signs of age. She looked around, feeling a sense of relief as her gaze fell on Leroy. He returned a rueful smile, filled with desire, but in his case, the desire was born of the dark.  

3.

After settling in Leroy, and Amber took a nap, because he had plans to take a drive to Champaign. An insurance agency there held a spare key for the cabin and the shed. The only complication was that he had to speak with their mutual ex-friend Matthew. Leroy asked Amber if she would be ok by herself for a few hours. She tapped her jacket pocket.  

“You remember how to point and shoot, right?” he asked.  

“I think I can manage,” she replied, brushing her bangs aside.  

“Alright,” he said, pulling her into an embrace. She leaned into his warmth.  

Moments later, Amber released her second sigh of relief for the night. Gazing at the yellow, luminous moon, a smile crept across her face.  

4.

That night, after preparing a light snack and checking the exits, Amber finally got some sleep. As soon as her eyes closed, she dreamt.  

It wasn’t long before she realized she could still open her eyes, even in her rest. A sinister fog had settled like a pall, blanketing the ground with an obscure mist. If one were to look closely, they would see the tormented souls bound within. Standing on tiptoes, she peered into the window’s opening to see a pair of snakes mating. A moment later, a new vision was born from their venomous coupling. Then she noticed the cabin.  

Two people sat at a kitchen table. The woman got up, and Amber stood on her toes to see better. From the inside, her face, marred with burns, was as if grease had splattered onto her multiple times. She opened her mouth and expelled black fluid into the dishwater. A sinking dread turned to something more akin to fear for Amber.  

She became very warm, large drops of sweat beaded on her brow. She flexed her forearm, and the liquid spheres fused, bursting like gems before transforming into spiraling smoke. Falling away from her physical body at speed. Peering up to the ceiling, she reached out one trembling hand as if to touch the stucco. Making contact, and she fell.  

“Thump!”  

Looking around in the gloom, her heart initially skipped a beat as she focused on where she was. “Leroy’s cabin.” Peering over at the clock, it was blinking 12:13. Spotting her phone on the nightstand.  

“Fuck,” it was still dead.  

This mirroring the extinguished flame of the once roaring hearth, now merely cold ashes, with the whispers of warmth long since departed. 

5.

After waking and brewing some coffee, she tidied up. Opening the front door to let in some fresh air, she cracked the screen, peering out. It made a squeal, like the last song of the day at a slaughterhouse.  

The circle of the yard buzzed with insect life. She stepped out onto the porch and walked into the fragments of light that were spilling through the eaves. Amber saw under one of those slivers of ore a glow. Getting closer, she nudged the object with her foot. Reaching down into the dirt to investigate further, she picked it up.  

It was a ring.  

She tried it on. The heat from the object seemed to have warmed her soul. Taking it back off, she examined its features. It was silver with a set of a diamond on one side and a red ruby on the other. Carefully looking over the inscription. It read: “To my beloved, forever yours-.” Yet with the backfire of a vehicle from the neighboring road had caused her arm to jerk with such violence that she inadvertently sent the ring tumbling out of her hand. Lunging for it, she could only watch as it fell down the well. Scrambling to the side, she anxiously peered down and could just make out its shiny form. 

Now, what was she going to do? 

She knew one thing, that she missed the object’s warmth already, musing upon this she rubbed the base of the finger. Savoring the echo of its radiance and having weighed her options, she skipped to the shed, trying the handle and, as expected, it wouldn’t budge. Jogging back inside, she found an old rope by the kitchen table. Returning with it, she untangled a massive knot with ease.. The yard had lost its glow in favor of a more humid eeriness. The shadows drew the light out of the living things and replaced it with this. Approaching the well, she secured it to a boulder that was close by. Studying its bulk, she saw it had once been a grave marker that was broken in half. Its brother, close by, buried in the sediment. Having had rock climbing classes with Matthew for close to two years served Amber’s journey to the bottom of the well that much more. This strengthened her resolve to reach the warmth of the ring once again. The well was a relic of desolation, its dry throat choked with the dust of ages. The sun bleached the stones lining its interior, etching their surfaces with the memory of water long vanished. It was a hollow echo of despair, a cavity in the earth that had not felt the caress of moisture in eons. She peered into the abyss, revealing a pit of shadows and secrets. The air was still, heavy with the weight of silence, as if the well held its breath. Light from above seemed to struggle against the darkness, its rays feeble in the overwhelming void. Whispers of the past brushed against her skin, the voices of those who had come before, now nothing more than ghosts in the dust.  

The bottom of the well was a barren landscape, a testament to the drought that had claimed it. Discarded detritus crunched underfoot, the fractured earth a mosaic of cracks and crevices. Here, in the well’s heart, Amber could feel the echoes of the stories it held—tales of sorrow, of longing, and of the unrelenting passage of time. As she stood in the center of the well’s dry basin, Amber realized she was not alone.  

The well, though devoid of water, was full of life—a life that was spectral, ethereal, and as dry as the stones themselves. It was a place out of time, a hidden niche where the boundary between the
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