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Introduction
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As an artist, I love to create. Creation is one of my favorite things that this world has to offer.

Which is why I’ve always loved entertainment, but never have I had any secret agenda to change the world tied to it.

I wrote this during the Plandemic, two lockdowns, and several major, all but, peaceful protests... I smoked cigarettes, I drank hard liquor and I wrote. I didn’t get sick until after it had all died down, by then I had cut down my drinking and smoking. Go figure...... I watched BLM, and Antifa burn family businesses and homes to the ground, I watched family trades go out of business. I watched people die from people who were supposed to aid in helping them not to. Nurses, doctors, to even police. I watched people die of what was supposed to be a cure... Death, financial ruin, or simply mob-related mentalities. Due to the puppeteers, and the puppets that’d created the turmoil. I watched online mobs cancel people for simply having an opinion, telling a joke, or simply not wanting enforcement on their families and loved ones. I’ve been called an anti-vaxxer, anti-masker, racist, conspiracy theorist, flat earther, etc.

And here I thought, I was just a loving father, and husband, and artist... What would I know? I’m not an—expert, or an essential worker. (Laughs in Mandarin, and Yiddish.)

And yet, through all this—chaos and bedlam. I wrote about heroes, friends, and family, alliances fighting off the evils in the world. Something I hope you find funny, entertaining, and light-hearted. And perhaps, makes you consider. Makes you think. As well as it entertains.

––––––––
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“To The Ones That’d Rather Create–Than Destroy. Good Luck, To All Of You. And Make What Needs To Happen...” 

- Justin L.-
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PROLOGUE
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Sometime in the 13th Century. 

No land would ever prepare for them. They were the vile. The wicked. The restless, and they were the Decay......... 

Nathaniel was just a boy when they had founded this great land. He and his brother. Such high spirits they were. They and the several that had been brought with: Highlanders, and commoners, all driven by the same dream. In search for a better place. A land of greatness, a land of peace. And a land away from war. But their refuge would become their battlefield. As the great Blood Moor forest suffocated under a luminous air over its vast horizon, a ripping past the curling veil came with the color crimson—spread miles were its maples from black crooked branches. From afar, over hills and mountain tops of rich lands—its vein-like path struck the outer greens.  Those were calm. Like the crystal streams glimmering with silver salmon, surrounded by rocks and algae, leading way to more lush grasslands of what would be later known as StoneWater Massachusetts.

Grazing on rolling hills, a herd of deer radiated by the sun’s beams as a muscled buck took its drink. And then—its ears rose to an array of haunting syllables. 

“Om Ney Lou Shod. Om Ney Lou Shod.”

So low in tone, dullness painted over as something had sucked the life right out of the area... 

“Om Ney Lou Shod. Om Ney Lou Shod.”,”

again, their rhythmic daunts bellowed the ether.

The beasts dispersed, vanishing into the evergreens, and like fiery embers cast from a wild blaze, the path of red was thrown by gales. Malevolence loomed. Several eyes shone from out of the blackness of a rocky cave; wolves displaying their distress. Their fangs revealing in snarls of hot breath—as a cold gust blew red foliage and icy billows past its entrance.

From a nearby pond, toads croaked peeking their heads to dip back underwater. Rabbits kept their silence, burrowing into their holes. Not, one, animal ventured the trail that led into those deep reds... They all knew.

In the epicenter of that blooded wilderness, protruded eight towering pillars, each seven stories high, lustrous with a black mirror sheen. Their imposing stature encircled a platform scored with an infinity symbol ∞, crafted from the remains of ancient human bones. Fools with courageous hopes, now imbued the colossal altar—remnants of a much bigger, older structure (Zhad-Uul’s black temple) long forgotten from a timeless battle. Eons, and eons ago... 

The great columns twisted among lifeless trees, an illusion of a parasitic entity feasting on what had been left of their essence. Revealing it could never truly assimilate. Because surrounding the wicked assembly was all death... Fleshly rots of both animal and man emitted an unbearable stench. As mortal decay was drawn to its evoking forebodingness. The ethereal mist settled, shrouding a ghostly embrace. 

“OM NEY LOU SHOD. OM NEY LOU SHOD,”

within the circle, they stood. Eight figures—cloaked in crimson, their faces obscured by shadow, the glints of their eyes shot out of black. As though a spotlight excelled into their souls, but the sun was not present to cause such an illusion—for dark clouds had hidden it. The Order of Eight, puppets controlled by the malignant black demons: the Zhad-Uul (Suns of the Black Ethereal). 

Nathaniel lurked out of alignment, and out from ragged sleeves his decrepit hands sloped with curved nails covered in soot. He clutched a tattered manuscript carved by another ∞ sigil. 

He spoke in a strong Scottish accent. 

“Zymrk! Forgive us, dark brother—lord of the infinite abyss! For we—your disciples have failed you! We must now face our final destined path. But we will protect what we have done for you, here, and now—my LORD!” 

The black magus placed the text in the center before stepping back in line with his brethren. Like a hellish choir, they emitted another low harmonious hum, reverberating the entire forest. And with a raise of their claws an electric current crackled to life around them and the tethered book. A radiant purple beamed from the ground, illuminating them as the platform’s stones shifted to rise; brick by brick they crafted a portal, and the text sprang through before resealing with an echoed knock.........

And then—He came... Daniel.

“We had everythin, and you turn to such dealins—in this?” 

With an accusing finger, a fiery haired knight in gold and silver emerged from the fog, as he pointed to the ominous structures, but there was a great somberness to him. 

“Why?” 

He then asked, as he strode horseback with the rest of his faithful legion, beyond a green hill among the high trees they passed the silk barrier. Clad in pristine attire adorned with striking red and gold draperies, their presence was nothing short of grandiose. Like gods, they brought the sunlight as it had pierced past clouds, casting a divine glow on their armor. Some bore the red Templar cross, others flaunted one resembling a gleaming sword in brilliant gold. With each trot forth, the forest—it brightened back to life . 

He was at the forefront of his squadron, mounted on a magnificent white steed. One hand rested on a polished gold helmet decked with obscure Celtic designs, a lock of blonde flowed from it. His face, spotted with freckles, in hues of reddish-pink, complemented by a fiery beard interwoven with locks. Cascading his scalp was a mane of long hair, tortuously braided. His blazing strands wavered like flags in a breeze. In the prime of his life he gave off an authority and insight that signified his age———Sir Daniel Gunn, leader of the Solas Na Croise (Light of the Cross).

“You were always favored by our beloved mother, and father. He always made sure—I, would protect you when he would come to pass......... Why have you done this?”

With a sudden halt the others followed suit. His nostrils flared with hot air and his brows narrowed. The blackened trees wept with their red leaves descending, as if even the forest knew his anguish...  

“Speak! Speak—and answer, for why you’ve done this to us! Speak, and answer for this blasphemy! Speak, for our family—why?! Why have you cursed us?! Brother... Please.” 

Like diamonds, his sky-blues shimmered as a single tear fled his cheek. He sniffled, brushing it away. A moment marked by a final opportunity. To find solace within. As the events that would unfold next—would become the detestable burden he’d bear until the end of all time. The unnerving task of vanquishing the evil from the land, a task that would require———slaying his only brother.  Nathaniel........................ 

Nathaniel crept forth, peeling his hood—and a young face, no more than sixteen years of age, bore lacerated flesh—protruding bones, and a mouth of sharp and misshapen teeth. Purple glares burned, gazing out as he spoke in a dark unnatural tone. 

“I—am no longer your sibling! His flesh. Is now our flesh! His essence, is now our essence. You have failed him, seeker!”

Crinkling the leathers from the horse’s reins, Daniel’s heavy fists clenched with unwavering fury. As he sneered to the burning eyes, he and all his men could now see what truly was; the black nightmares that would haunt men’s dreams. As all eight occultists were beholden by these—demons.

“You are all too late! For the magic we’ve cast has already run its course. The deed is now done! How ashamed must you feel...” 

Its cackle echoed throughout the trees.

“It is a shame then for you as well, demon. For you won’t beh able to celebrate—after I’ve beheaded you!” 

Daniel placed his golden helmet on, raising his sword high. The weapons of his men sung loud as they followed his actions. 

“KILL THEM ALL!” 

He commanded with great pitch. 

Like angels descending to battle the dark forces below, they charged with remarkable speed down the round greenery. Yelling in unison as they reached the pillars to hack and slash through the cloaked men and women. Hideous screams carried as limbs and heads were ripped through; spiraling smoke and purple flames spewed out their wounds, and a sulfurous stench wafted from them. 

––––––––
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And a tornado of black ungodly souls came passing all as the dark mirrored columns absorbed them......

Fatigued. But not beaten he was. Soaked in blood and sweat, the red-haired chieftain sat himself on a large stump. His maddened gaze fixed on the headless body of his younger sibling. Sorrow, rage, all came rampant into his heart, consuming thoughts of vengeance. The pungent aromas only made him more riled, he vowed to avenge, no matter the cost...... And just as he felt alone in these painful dismays, a stern, but warm hand placed his shoulder pad, instilling a calmness over his aggravations. Douglas. His second in command. The young soldier dripped in sweat, out of breath he stood by his seasoned superior. 

“What of the pillars, my lead?”

“Have Bruce, and the rest of the men destroy them at once,” 

Daniel answered with no plan to move his sights.

Looming two hacked bodies, motionless, stood a giant knight with a face shield dripping red. His eyes hidden behind the grill of rectangles. Clenched in his hands, a great ax coated in gore. The scraping of metal emitted, as he gave a peculiar glance down to Douglas, who stood with a curiousness at the titan. 

“Brother Bruce—he wants us to destroy the pillars.” 

The hulking tower of metal gave a light nod, clanking as he marched to the high stones. Everyone gathered with great anticipation as the goliath raised his weapon high, to come down with a swift blow to the side of one of the wicked structures. 

“Yaah!” 

There was a sudden silence..................... Not even the wind, nor the leaves broke it, as they all froze—the men’s faces etched with shock. Bruce—held—a splintered staff—devoid of any metal... Beneath his feet, shards of steel littered the ground like broken glass. And the pillar showed. Not. One. Scratch. He spun to his great leader, who stood with a look of grim to the darkened columns. 

“God in high heaven... Tinkur—what devil sorcery is this?”

“Devils—they’re to be, indeed,”

an elderly gentleman nodded, his long grey beard flowing as he stood tall, holding a staff bejeweled with a crystal at its peak. He was draped in a royal red and gold shroud, embellished with a gold cross-like symbol. †

Silence—became everything, as each warrior stared in bewilderment into the foreboding edifices...
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CHAPTER 1 - Stone Water University.
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Sometime in the 21st Century.

They were his class of misfits. Although, not all were timely present...... 

Blaring bagpipes and a thrashing beat with crunching guitars came trailing out of Nancy’s room in the dorm. The smell of cheap incense and cigarette smoke imbued. Atop a mountain of clothes, an iPod laid, displaying spiked braceleted Celts with painted faces, scowling with guitars. Below them read 

- ‘Nord Lycan - The battle beyond the grave.’

Clad in a black beanie she hunched with a cigarette jutting out her mouth, glaring her laptop screen with a relentless determination. And like a crazed musical genius, she keyed at her littered desk. Her hair almost black, and eyes gemmed in hazel, struck past her gloomy makeup. A small piercing shone just above a nostril. 

My name is Nancy Sullivan. Just your typical heavy-metal goth girl pretending to be a writer... I’m twenty-two, and I never thought my life would be that interesting, that is—until the friends I got to know in college. And the two professors I grew to love...

She eyed her words in shame, deleting with a long sigh, to plunge into her arms amidst a sea of crumpled notes. 

A brief patter came. And then a frenzy of splashes from a puddle, as a lapping tongue cleared a wooded surface. A white Chihuahua with a tag displaying - ‘Yogurt’ Nancy’s little pride and joy. The tiny cretin’s black eyes bulged in a hopeful gaze, waiting for the next drop to descend from a lonesome beer bottle above—like a rare nectar it came down—and he devoured. 

The next room over, another girl with blonde wavy hair jolted in dance as she sung with headphones. She wrestled a pair of jeans, pacing from room to room, clad in bright pastels. 

And that basket-case over there was my bosom buddy—Lynn. She was a little younger than me, and although she’d drive me crazy, I couldn’t help but love her. She was my best friend. 

Lynn bopped her way in smiles to a door with a baleful sign - ‘FUCK OFF, I'M WRITING!’ 

Knock-knock. 

“Nancy! Did you borrow my lip gloss, again?!” 

Nancy pinched her lips together as she heard the muffled complaint, narrowing her brows to sigh, once more highlighting all the text she’d written, deleting it. With a launch from her seat she tapped the iPod, the music levels lowered—but not by much.

Knock-knock. 

Lynn adjusted her stance with impatience. 

“Nancccccyyyyyyy! Lip Gloss!” 

And just as she was to knock again, a slow creak came with the door swinging open, and from out of a twisting haze emerged a short, pale, vampiric woman, glaring up with big darkened eyes brooding resentment. 

“Ah—it’s you! The plague in my human existence... Why don’t you find another best friend to torture?”

Lynn smirked to bat her lashes, patting Nancy’s head. 

“Christ, Nance. I gave you an air filter last Christmas.” 

She wavered the billows. 

“Oh yeah—I’ve been looking for that...”

Lynn stared with shock for a moment... Surprised if anything could be found in that mess of a room she had. With a change of subject, she went on.

“Why are you so cynical anyways? You love me. And you know it! Besides, you know all my secrets. I’d have to kill you if we weren’t such—best friends and all.”

“Pfft! Yeah, right. You? Kill me?” 

Lynn gazed once more in silence...... Nancy returned the ominous gesture..................... And in one quick motion, Lynn slapped the side of Nancy’s left bottom cheek so hard, it echoed the hall, forcing her out from the door frame. 

“OWWW!” 

She could really be insufferable... 

With a mischievous wink, Lynn sauntered inside. She strolled past the cozy living area and small dining room, and arrived at her destination - a cluttered sanctuary decked with an extensive collection of heavy metal posters and band patches. A sneeze erupted through her passing of the mountain of garments. She spun to a tiny face with a black rubbery snout and bulging eyes staring up with curiosity. The little goof had burrowed within. 

“Oh. My God. Yogurt, for your sake—you 

better hope that’s a clean pile!” 

On a dresser, her eyes landed on a small pink tube, huddled among heaps of CDs and bottles encircling a massive stereo. She snatched it, marching back to Nancy to wave it in her face. Nancy threw a frisky nod before flipping her off. The blonde cracked a smile again. 

“So, we’re still going to Erin Blairs 

Halloween party on the thirty-first? Right? ...”

“Yeah... Wait. What day is today?” 

Nancy rubbed her newly sore bottom. Lynn laughed.

“It’s the twenty-ninth, Nancy. It’s Wednesday. Octo—ber... The twenty-first. Century. Do you need the year too?”

Nancy rolled her eyes, slamming the door in Lynn’s face to plop back in her chair. And with that, she re-pasted the text written earlier to glance it for a moment, her eyes then shifted to the clock on her screen. 

“Shit! Lynn! We’re late again!” 

Yogurt’s head tilted as she dashed out of the room, to slam the door shut. The dog whined as he stared out at it. In a flash, it swung open and she darted back in to grab two bags from her bed before exiting once more. Another whimper, and another paw at the doorway. After a brief moment, it swung open again. He twirled in excitement with a great smile and a wagging tail, and she knelt. 

“I’m so sorry, Yogurt. Awe, momma’s so sorry—she didn’t get your food ready, did she?” 

He was my little mans... Total momma’s boy. Originally, I named him marshmallow, because when he was a puppy it’s what he looked like. But then Lynn and I got plastered one night; we woke up to the sound of something dragging, hitting my kitchen walls. Scared, we thought the place was haunted. We went to the kitchen to see a tub of yogurt moving on its own. We turned it over to see the little bastard staring up at us. He was caked in it. He had eaten it all. 

He was shitting white for weeks. 

I thought he was gonna die. So we gave him a new name. 

Like a tender mother she rubbed his fur, and with no restraint he gave her face a series of soft licks. She made her way into a small kitchen, reaching up to grab a bag from a cabinet to pour the contents into his bowl. He circled to then devour the crunchy treats with delight as she left for a final time.

Like Nancy, her sixties black Mercury posed oddly in the lot, with its rusted metal and chipped paint. Her pale hand with black polish turned its keys for the ignition, and the engine revved with the clunk of gaskets battling to start. And a puff of black shot out its exhaust. Lynn rummaged her bag. Nancy turned with a gaze of confusion. 

“What? ...”

“I forgot my shades,” Lynn said with a pout.

“Really?” Nancy looked out the window to a sky filled with storm clouds. “There’s like no sun.”

Lynn smiled. 

“Even in the dark, a girl can never look too fierce. BRB!”

Out the door she went, faltering over steps, nearly falling into a bush before reaching an entrance.

“Oh my god...” 

Nancy shook her head, resting on her steering wheel. 

Basket-case... It was not the first time we’d been late. It was always something, either it was her or it was me. I guess you could argue we were both incompetent when it came to doing things on time. Well, at least when it came to class. Hey, being fashionably late is a very hard skill. It takes time to do it right. 

With the excitement of a child racing to shore, the young blonde hurried back out with trendy green frames. She leaped into the vehicle with her fair-skinned friend shooting a glare.

“I got us some Scooby snacks!” 

She dangled a zip-lock with five joints she’d just pulled from her purse. Nancy’s face brightened, and the car picked up speed. They ventured past a forest of vibrant red maples. Their leaves fell, fluttering as winds rose and dark clouds loomed with flashes illuminating the sky. 

Swathed in a thick haze, they passed a joint, belting in laughter as they bantered; a bond almost unbreakable as their spirits filled with joy. The car approached an imminent gothic castle structure with a brass bell. A big stone sign inscribed with - 

‘Welcome to StoneWater University’ stood a front.

Within the confines of a boom gate, a small booth housed a round black man with a mustache. And with a big stretch of his mouth he was ready to take a chomp into his sub sandwich—only to be interrupted by two bright smiles. 

“Now, ya’ll doing this shit to me on purpose—aren’t ya?” 

He snatched Nancy’s parking ticket, putting it into his machine, and the boom lifted as he handed it back.

“I’m sorry, Ray, we tried to...” 

“I don’t wanna hear it. Bye.” 

He waved, and went back to his meal. Nancy rushed into the lot hitting a curb, and the two girls jolted forward. An alarm blared from another car adjacent. The girls fell out giggling, adjusting their attire as clouds billowed with the aroma of dry grass. 

What can I say? We had the best of times together.

Thunder boomed and rain poured as they raced up the ageless steps, shoving open the imposing glass doors of entry. Their shoes sloshed and squeaked, trailing puddles as they entered a modern interior of the centuries-old building. Despite its fresh contemporary design, rock pillars were a noticeable difference, along with its new security advancements. They stumbled into the large metal doors of the auditorium where students had gathered. The doors clanged shut, drawing all eyes to their arrival. 

The two friends giggled their way up to plop into seats.  

He towered behind a desk with a tiresome glare. His light-brown locks cascaded his neck, complimenting his tidily groomed beard. Resting on the bridge of his slender nose were fine spectacles, framing his intense blue eyes. Despite being in his late fifties, he possessed a youthful form with a trim physique in a dashing ensemble - a blue tie, a salmon buttoned shirt with rolled sleeves and grey dress pants, and brown shoes with silver buckles. His suave demeanor exuded sophistication.

That was our Professor, Robert Clemens. But we all either called him Mr. Clemens or Mr. C. He was good to all of us, in a way, he saw our real yearns to do well and succeed in life. And—he understood our flaws in trying to get there too. In a way, he was like one of us.

Behind him, a matching jacket draped a lustrous leather seat. His desk well organized with a laptop and baskets overflowing with papers in need of grading. And placed in front was a spooky pumpkin, flickering with an LED like a candle. A quirky touch to an otherwise mundane workspace. 

“So, what’s the story this time? Let me guess—sick grandmother needed tending too?” He asked, staring up at both girls.

Lynn shot up. 

“Oh, you’re so close. You wouldn’t believe it! I woke up on the rag—again! She turned with a loud whisper to the class. “It was like a murder! There was blood everywhere! The sink! The kitchen! The floor! It was crazy!”

A student dry heaved. Robert’s face revolted. 

“Okay. Stop! You’re literally sounding like every female comic!” 

I did say she could be insufferable...

The daring blonde grabbed her bag to sling it over her head like a vintage bonnet, letting it slide past her ears with a flourish. With a flick of her wrist, she fanned herself, turning to the class, adopting her most charming southern drawl...

“My—I just had to haul my little ol’ southern self here—just to see all you wonderful youngsters. By the lovely grace of God, Lord Jesus himself—here I am, ready to learn!”

Robert shook his head. 

“Alright, ‘Gone With The Wind’, would you just sit down? Please?” 

The doors erupted, and a young Asian emanating with boldness sauntered in. Her hips swayed graciously, clad in a low-cut leather blouse, paired with striking black and red patterned pants. She held an umbrella with elegance. Her jet-black hair framed her face, with bangs gracefully skimming her brows. The makeup on her eyes and lips was a subtle yet, alluring reddish pink, enhancing her natural beauty. Her every step controlled attention, young men all unknowingly eyed with fascination, so did the women... She closed her umbrella and took her seat. 

That was Sara. She was—something... No one really understood her but, we all loved her.

Lynn let out a laugh. “My—what do we have here? This dark-haired vixen be the devil... She seems to have cast some sort of spell on me now. Quick, someone whip out the whipped cream and strawberries—it’s about to get sassy up in here!” 

Sara shook her head, rolling her eyes as the class loudly expressed their enthusiasm.

“Looks like I’m not the only one who’s late in this house! By all means, Ms. Sara Lee. Why is a young little Asian persuasion like yourself getting here later than me?”

Nancy sighed, burying her head on her desk to cover her face. But drawn to the absurdity, she could not resist her curiosity as she peeked past her fingers. Sara expelled a dull sigh in response to Lynn, as she knew the comedic girl would not go silent without finishing her silly bit. 

“Are we seriously going to continue with this?” 

Impressed by the performance, Robert stayed silent, deciding to spectate. Lynn smiled. 

“Oh. I have all day my love!”

The audience erupted in applause, she gracefully bowed and blew a kiss to Sara. Sara pretended to catch it with her hands, only to theatrically toss it to the ground and stomp on it. Lynn gasped. 

“How could you be so cruel with such a gesture?! You were my heart?!” 

She faked a whimper. Robert clapped with the rest of the class. 

“Lynn—if only your writing was as good as your acting. You’d have a very high A...” Her smile went to a frown. “Sit down, please.”

“GET OVER HERE, AND SIT DOWN!”

Nancy murmured, yanking her wild friend by the bag on her head, almost giving her whiplash. 

“Ms. Lee, I’m not even going to ask why you’re late. We’ve no time for another monologue. All of you need be here on time. Otherwise, I’ll make all of you do an extra assignment that will have to be turned in before the end of class. Understood?” They all nodded.

“Right. Well, now that we’re all done with the theatre performances we can continue with our original discussion. Can you do more? Look at your writings. Are you resisting change or the unknown? The important benefactors of writing something worthwhile is not always edge. It’s something more than that. The content has to fascinate minds, and compel those to want to read it.”

A roaring snore reverberated from the back of the room, the students couldn’t help stifle their giggling. All eyes trailed Robert as he strode to a hooded student sporting a stylish varsity jacket, complete with earphones. With a playful grin, Robert paused to loom the slumbering figure, observing with amusement as drool fell from the young blonde man’s mouth—like a grotesque yo-yo it would bungee back up and down. 

That sleeping giant was David. He was all muscle for sure. But, he was our muscle. He was part of the Ridge Knights home basketball team. Although he didn’t really care for the course, as he’d simply joined the class to keep his credit average up; it was funny to have him. With our circle of misfits, David fit right in.

With another impish grin, Robert took the earbuds without waking him, to shout. 

“HEY, DAVID!”

Without warning, David flew from his seat with a stray piece of notebook paper clinging his cheek, and the room erupted in laughter.

“Awe—sleepy little fella? Could you try, and pretend you care a little bit about the topic today?” 

The young athlete slowly wiped his drool, peeling the paper off as some residue stayed on his cheek. 

“Ewwwww!” 

Everyone expressed their disgusts.

Robert made his way to the front again, shaking his head as he paced. He clicked a small remote in one hand, and the lights dimmed. With another click, a white screen from the ceiling came down and with it, an image appeared. A vintage sepia-toned photograph captured a man standing before a large, black, twisted tree. 

“Here is a story from 1756. It is of a man rumored to have seen Lucifer, who some have said appears on Halloween night and the Spring Equinox. They say he used the grounds where an old monastery once stood that was said to have been a portal to and from the gates...”

“Uh—wait. What gates?” Nancy asked.

He smiled. “The gates of Hell!”

She rolled her eyes. 

I had to ask...

“Some say he was drawn to the site of frequent witch-hangings within our great state. The alleged story was of a mother and daughter, both who’d been accused of witchcraft. Burned at the stake in 1701. The mother’s charred remains were carried to a far-off location, while the daughter’s was buried in a steel-lined coffin.”

“It is said that coffin was covered in stone, and encased in crosses to prevent her from escaping. Others believed one of the graves actually contained the child of Satan. Either way, despite rumors referring to the Prince of Darkness himself...”

David laughed. “Come on, man. You expect us to believe this stuff? Urban legends have no clout here.”

Robert smiled. “Says the man, wearing one on his jacket.” 

David glanced his left breast at the emblem of ‘The Ridge Knight.’ It was the school’s mascot: a knight patch sewn from the waist up, brandishing a sword and shield, decked with a helmet featuring a flowing lock of hair. He let out a sigh of resignation.

Robert continued. “Cults were known to flock these grounds, they too would speak of myths that circulated this grave site. Some were of our very own legendary urban myth—Sir Daniel Gunn and his tomb. The first printed article about the horrors of this unholy site could be traced back to 1751. Based on whispers of an evil—that had made its appearance again, originating all the way back to the 13th century. Or so it’s been said... In the late nineties, the hanging trees were cut down, stopping vandals from visiting the premises. We all know it now, as StoneWater Memorial Cemetery. Some of the rumors within our small town have been on an even grander scale.”

“More absurd than that?” Sara laughed.

Smiling, he clicked his remote once more. The slide transitioned: a photograph depicting four men holding a large mirror with an intricate metallic frame.

“This mirror for example—was supposedly found by the four men you see here. It was claimed to have belonged to Sir Daniel Gunn himself. A gift given to him for his valor, and the many battles he’d won. Said to have a magical presence within it; forged by a master magician that would later befriend him in his efforts to thwart evil. It was three feet wide by seven-feet tall, and weighed slightly over two hundred pounds.”

Another image of the mirror emerged, this time much closer, revealing elaborate carvings of angels and demons garnishing its frame. Along it were knights on horseback wielding swords, shields, and axes. All appeared to be clashing into a chaotic battle. 

“This was originally auctioned and sold—to the very man you saw before. Standing before the hanging tree. A year later, he died. And all his belongings were sold off. And wouldn’t you have guessed it? So was the mirror.”

Onto the next picture: a middle-aged woman with hair styled in elegant curls. She wore a large-brimmed hat embellished with flowers and a frilly Victorian dress. She lingered, sitting with a daunting gaze fixed directly on the viewer. Eerily towering behind, was the looking-glass...

“It was later auctioned to this woman you see here, the young Jenna Rideer. Wife of General Colton Rideer, known to have led some of the infamous Rangers during the French and Indian War. Jenna bought the mirror for her husband for when he’d return. A surprise, honorary welcome-home gift. Seems a likely present for a war veteran, if you ask me.”

“One evening, she awoke to laughter and the sound of footsteps, followed by a clinking. Not exactly sure what this was, she lit a candle and began to walk a long hall within her house. Now it was said by many who visited the home that the mirror was on the second floor, at the very end of the main hall of the Rideer residence.”

The remote clicked, revealing a new image: the interior of a grand mansion. A long darkened hall gave way to a bright area to the far right, where a giant mirror suspended on a wall. It was as if it there were a battle between the elements of both light and dark, as the sunlight pierced its bright rays past two long windows. Illuminating the scene with a supernatural glow. Just under the silvery object, two women sat at a small table, sipping their tea. One was Jenna. The presence of the mirror in the midst of the bright Victorian décor still defined a cautionary ambiance... 

“On the night she heard noises, she recalled an image had appeared within its glass. It was Sir Daniel Gunn—in full medieval garb, with his gold and silver helmet. Glaring back, he laughed. His face revealed what she said, and I quote, “A rotted corpse for a face, with maggots spilling out from his eyes.” And the ghastly image of her late husband General Colton appeared. Rotted and bloodied from arrows that’d pierced into his eyes. Fainted from fear during the night—it would be the housekeeper to find her the next morning—on the floor...”

The remote clicked again to an old printed article, dated 1760 that read ‘The Souls of the Men We Lost Today on the Battlefield.’ 

“A week later, General Rideer was among the many that were found dead—killed by arrows. After that, she decided it was best to rid herself of the doomed object, auctioning it to another—later, they too would do the same as she.”

With each click, more photos appeared of a new owner, sitting or standing next to it. 

“And so on, and so on. Each owner would claim it was either haunted or cursed. Over time, people began to experiment. Some claimed that if a person were to close their eyes and say Sir Daniel Gunn’s name out loud into it, he’d appear. No matter what time of day, or night—and bring forth a curse onto them and their families.”

Sara savored the sweetness of a lollipop, leering Clemens. A young black man sporting an SWU hat embroidered with the iconic knight, sat with a humorous expression toward her. He donned a jacket identical to David’s. Smacking his lips, his eyes danced with amusement as she seductively enjoyed the candy. 

His name was Jacob. He was David’s best friend, they shared the same joking behavior, they also were part of the team. Together, they were fun to watch. 

Another student stood before the display, stroking a thin goatee as he focused. He was young, intelligent. And had a strong athletic physique. His jet-black hair matched his shirt. Despite his somewhat nerdy tendencies, he was always deeply immersed in whatever task lay before him. He preferred solitude, but when he did speak, his words got the attention from all those around him. And when faced with a particularly challenging problem, he would don a pair of black-rimmed lenses, indicating his deep focus.

And that fine, educated specimen there was Derek. He was mine—well—when he would notice I was there... 

David glanced around with curiosity. Lynn absentmindedly toyed her gum, twirling it around a finger as she fixated on the image of an owner of the framed piece. Across from them, a slim gentleman in a green hoodie with a shirt printed with a game controller slouched, occupied in his illustration of a cartoon knight, upright triumphantly over a grave with the words 

- ‘I LIVE YET AGAIN!’ written above. 

Evan was kind of our real nerd in the bunch. He was—imaginative... Then again so was I.

Nancy began to write in her notebook - ‘A darkness swept over them all, as they stood in shock by what had just occurred.’ 

Robert observed his audience. Some were slightly intrigued, while others—not quite. Most looked bored as all hell. He walked over and clicked the remote to turn off the screen, and it retracted back into its roll. The lights then turned back on. 

“You guys just don’t seem to get it—but you will,” 

he laughed, cracking a sinister grin to stare back at everyone. He sauntered to a tall, pointy object covered in a black drapery. 

“I have a good friend uptown who deals in some, well—let’s just say extraordinary pieces. He was able to arrange a deal that I just couldn’t refuse.”

He pulled the cloth like a magician, revealing the object’s entirety. The mirror............ 

Elevated by a lustrous stand, it appeared to almost defy gravity, giving an otherworldly presence. Standing at an impressive seven feet tall, it struck an unnerving aura as the lights made its smooth glass surface glow. With its metal frame reflecting each detailed figure carved into it; the angels and demons surrounding its border—all displayed peculiar features and expressions. Some with sorrowful faces, weeping, others laughed or scowled in anger at one another. Below them, knights fought on horseback, each executing an action with an item in hand, a variety of weapons, to country and clan flags held high that waved in ripples. The great war, as if the gods above them were simply mimicking their violent actions—or simply puppeteering them...

One figure stood out among the rest, unmistakably Sir Daniel. Emblazoned in the exact armor depicted on David’s patch, complete with helmet and a long lock of hair swaying atop. The space between the figures was skillfully etched with swirling clouds and lines, forming Celtic designs reminiscent of those that were on Gunn’s actual armor...... 

Sara’s eyes widened as her lollipop stick jutted out. Jacob’s face bore a troublesome blank. Derek slid on his glasses to get a closer look. David’s jaw dropped, and Lynn ceased her loud chews, as she too had been immersed by the object’s startling display. Both she and Nancy exchanged glances before turning back to the foreboding plaque. Even Evan, who had been absorbed in drawing—now leaned forward with anticipation. The room’s vibe had turned to an unsettling state from its cautious spectators.   

Robert boasted a grin. Their attention was his now. And with a swift clap, he broke the boding silence. 

“So, who’s willing to say his name!? Or is it just a folklore? A fable? A campsite tale, even?”

Light whispers fluttered. David raised a hand. Robert nodded. 

“Yeah, but...like, you don’t believe it’s true. Right?”

Robert smiled again. “I don’t know. I mean, here we are, aren’t we? They all either laughed or persecuted Galileo. Who we all know as the father of modern physics, as he became more intrigued with how things worked in this world. As mad or crazy as people thought him to be, he was able to prove his theories. We still use his principles today.”

“You have to remember. Not all, but the majority of god-fearing people did not believe in such things as physics or science at the time. They believed in God and the devil. Anything outside that was considered evil or the devil’s doing.”

“Hell, going back, skeptics laughed when there were discussions on such topics as wild and taboo as the electronic voice phenomenon. In the world of paranormal. EVP as we know it today. Simple audio impressions taken from ghosts, which were said by some to also, not exist,” he paced, “people during that time laughed and downright denied that it was possible. That is—until scholars started finding real recordings. Recordings of voices from those—who were not physically present.” 

He paused, surveying with a piercing gaze. All eyes fixed on him or on the mysterious object shimmering behind. His stare shifted to David. 

“Mr. Ethridge. Would you care to be our first subject, to test this—little theory of mine today?”

David glanced the room, rubbing his neck, before locking eyes with Robert. His eyes went back and forth between him and the dreaded object. 

“Umm, I think I’m gonna pass on that, sir.”

Robert laughed. “Why David—a big strong man like yourself isn’t afraid of a little old mirror—are you? What was it you said earlier? Urban Legends have no clout here.”

David sighed. “I just...I just don’t want to. That’s all,”

he loosened his posture to glance around again; others giggled. 

Sara raised a hand. 

“I’ll do it!”

“Well, okay then. Looks like someone has a little more courage than one of our very own VARSITY MEMBERS!” 

Robert yelled.

Jacob smacked his lips again. 

“Man. You pussy!” 

He threw a wad of paper hitting the back of David’s head.

David turned to his friend. 

“Hey, I don’t see you going up there?!”

“Pfft, he didn’t call on me,” Jacob shook his head.

Lynn nudged Nancy. “Yeah, she’s got a little more of something, alright. Am I right?”

Sara looked back, rolling her eyes as she continued down the steps toward Robert and the mirror. She began to examine its clever design, reaching out to run her fingers to its texture she stopped. 

“May I?”

Robert nodded. She placed her delicate hand over an angelic winged carving, slowing to the rendered demons. She boasted a flirtatious smile. 

“It’s very cold.”

Robert gave a light nod. “Well, it is meta...” 

And before he could finish his sentence, the lights flickered with a booming rumble, shaking the room. Eyes scurried in confusion. Sara jumped, her heart racing. But not Robert. He seemed—surprisingly—unfazed amidst the confusion.

“Well, that was strange. Wasn’t it?” He turned back to her.

She spun nervously at him, then back to the mirror, studying her reflection. 

“Yeah—that was strange.”

“I wouldn’t worry. Probably just from the storm outside. Minor power surge.”

She nodded to a laugh. 

“Oh yes, that’s right. The storm. I forgot about that.”

He leaned into her. “You know—you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I just want to test a theory.”

She gave a tense smile. 

“No, it’s fine. It’s just—a mirror. Right, guys?” 

She glanced back to a swarm of eyes awing her and the mirror, as the class edged their seats. A disturbing hush lingered in anticipation, alongside the foreboding once more. Sara sighed, taking a deep breath. 

“Okay, here goes nothing.” 

She closed her eyes and shouted. 

“Sir Daniel Gunn!”

The lights strobed again, to going out completely. And with a demonic cackle, her eyes opened just in time to Sir Daniel’s reflection as it sprung from a spiraling green cloud. 

“Sara Lee, your end is near!” 

The entire class bolted from their seats, as the deep cackling took over with heavy ambience. 

“FUCK THIS!” 

And like an Olympian, David hurdled several rows, to storm out the double doors.

Roger Wyatt, the janitor, walked a hall in his maintenance uniform and baseball cap. He disposed some garbage as he engaged in conversation with Matthew Blackford, the school’s Dean. A celebrated gentlemen with silver hair and a dark, grayish-brown beard. He could be a stern man, but past his harshness was a gentle elderly fellow only wanting the best for every one of his fellow staff and students. 

“What the hell? ...” 

Roger’s brows raised. The two men halted, catching glimpse of David sprinting past, towards the front entrance. In a flash, he made his way to the parking lot in a mere three seconds flat. Mr. Blackford stood in awe as he peered past the windows, witnessing the athlete reach the end of the lot to dash across the street.

“I’ll be damned! I think we’re going to have ourselves a winning season,” he chuckled.

Roger stared as he was out of sight. 

“Six-dollar raise says, they won’t come close to showing that kind of momentum on the court.” 

Blackford smiled. 

“You’re on!”

Inside the classroom, horrid rants continued. 

“All of you are now mine!” It cackled.

Sara stood with her curiosity piqued. She peered closer, spotting a mysterious figure moving from behind the mirror’s black cloth. With sharp focus, a pair of legs clad in stylish shoes presented. She approached to pull back the veil. Robert stood hunched with a Bluetooth device protruding from his ear, cackling into a tiny microphone. 

“MuaHAHAHA.” 

His eyes slowly caught her leering grin, and he stopped to flash a cheeky smile. The ghoul’s projection faded. Like a sly magician with a boastful smirk, he proudly arose from behind the curtain to flick the lights back on. To be presented by his students trembling as they huddled a single corner. 

“Man, oh man,” 

with a chuckle he sauntered to his plush leather chair, propping his feet on his desk as he reached for a crisp apple.

“Oh. So you think this is funny?” Jacob asked, frustrated.

Robert nodded. 

“If I only had a picture of your faces. Priceless.” 

He took a loud chomp of his fruit. The students’ expressions shifted from shock to disappointment, with the exception of Evan and Derek, who smiled into a clap. The rest stomped their way back to their seats with disgruntled appearances.

“Bravo, Mr. C. That—was freaking awesome!” Evan said.

Robert shot up to take a bow and sit back down. 

“You really had me there. I’m definitely intrigued by how you set this up.” Derek said with a smile.

Sara, Lynn, and Nancy sat with their arms folded darting sneers at Robert. 

“That was a bit much!” Lynn said. 

Nancy chimed in. “Well, now that you almost gave everyone heart attacks—what was your point in that?” 

“Yeah—why you gotta play us like that, Mr. C?” 

Jacob asked. 

Robert reclined, spinning to face them again. 

“Fear. Fear—it’s what influences most of us. It can stop us in our very tracks—prevent us from progressing. Or—it can push us to do something. And not always—something we want...” He leered. “We should never lose full sight of it. For it’s there within us all. But we should never let it become us. Facing it head on, and being aware of it—we are more likely to achieve the goals we intended to conquer in the first place. Making us look fearless.” 

“That is why for the next four weeks of this course, I want you to write a one-hundred-page story that impacts me the way I did all of you today. Mold it, play with it—make it yours. But make it feel real.”

They all stared with looks of interest. 

I had to hand it to him, he sure made it interesting. Of course, we’d learn later just how much. 

Nancy began to write ‘Write frightful and impactful scenarios that will grab (and keep) the attention of the reader.’

He pointed. “I want you to make me feel something when I read what you’ve written. I want you to write fearlessly, in such a way that when your story is read, the reader will become so mesmerized they’ll practically worship you for it.” 

Sara raised her hand. He nodded. 

“So if the mirror isn’t haunted, was it all made up?”

“Yeah—was any of that shit you said true at all?” 

Jacob asked. Robert nodded again. 

“Some of it.”

“Well, which parts were real and which were fake?” 

Nancy asked. He smiled. 

“The mirror was never owned by Sir Daniel. That was false. In fact, it was created in 1756 by the very man you saw standing by the hanging tree in the first photo I showed you. The artist’s name was Stephen Donte. He lived to be eighty-two and died of natural causes. He was known for visiting grave sites, trying to capture the realism of the times within his art. A painter and sculptor that worked with metals. As for the story of Jenna Rideer, it is partially true and partially fiction. She bought the mirror at an auction—but from the artist...”

“Realizing how captivating it was to everyone who’d visited her and seen it firsthand. She decided to find and contact the artist again. The two formed an industrial art company called S&J Metal Finery. She did this using the money received from her husband, General Colton, as he was off at war.”

“Stephen and Jenna eventually began having an affair. Later marrying after the death of her first husband,” 

he raised a finger, “now, here’s where it gets really fearless. The two made a very minimal number of copies, strategically selling the mirrors to private owners as hoaxes. After being informed of her husband’s death, she came up with that corky ghost story and used it to sell more.”

“During that time period—tricking people, having an affair out of wedlock? We’re talking ballsy!” 

Everyone laughed. 

“Speaking of fearless, where’s David?”

“Oh. You didn’t see that smoke when he ran out the room?” Jacob said. The class chuckled again. Robert shook his head with a big grin. 

Evan asked. “What about that mother and daughter that were burned at the beginning of that story? Was it really Satan’s child? Were those the gates to hell?”

Robert smiled. “That—I don’t really know. I didn’t look into any of that. But if I were to give an educated guess—I would say more than likely not. Let’s face it, people were crazy back then.”

He took another bite of his apple. 

“Pfft. People are crazy now...” Sara rolled her eyes.

Derek asked. “So, whatever happened to Donte and his new wife Jenna? Did they get punished in some way?”

“Ah, yes. Nuh—they wuhn’t,” Robert cleared his throat as he swallowed, “ahem! Later they were caught in the act, but after being in business for several years—people wound up finding they’d purchased the same mirror. It became apparent it was simply a scam to sell art to the highest bidder. Their ploys must’ve worked well. Because after the hoax was revealed, people became even more fascinated with the story of the artist and the widower. They were never punished. Surprisingly, they were praised in their small town for a time, and began to sell the art publicly. Much later down the road it became a gag gift. Like the one you’ve just witnessed today,” he smiled.

Ring! Ring! The resonant sound of the ancient brass bell rung through the university’s corridors, giving remembrance of a much older time. Robert glanced his watch with surprise. 

“Oh. I gotta go!”

Students rose from their seats, some stretched while others stifled yawns. Gradually, a few made their way towards the dual doors, marking the end of the lecture. Robert clicked open a black leather and gold braced case, quickly packing it with papers and a book.

“Hot date tonight, Mr. C?” 

Sara posed, her curvy hips jutted out from her petite figure. He turned with a smile. 

“Yes, uh—something like that.”

He replaced his spectacles with thin gold frames with dark-brown shades. His eyes could be seen, but barely. He slipped on his jacket. Evan approached with a high five. 

“Awesome lecture, Mr. C!” 

Robert smacked his hand, patting him on the shoulder. 

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, Mr. Cutler. I’m looking forward to seeing what you tend to make from it.”

Nancy and Lynn ambled the steps, and the goth casually passed over two papers to him. He slid his shades to his nose with a look of disgust, to an adorned piece with a delightful variety of coffee stains with singed edges that looked to be from a cigarette. He sifted to the other page which appeared to have been mistreated by the elements, damp spots likely from a light drizzle, or some other type of liquid, and to top it all off—an ensemble of adorable little teeth marks. Courtesy of a tiny, furry friend...

He flung them back in her hands.

“You should feel honored I still happen to accept paper. But I’m not. Accepting THAT. One of them reeks of alcohol, coffee, cigarettes, and...”

He paused to sniff his hand, revolting.

“I don’t even wanna know.” 

He rushed to his desk to dispense a sanitizer over his hands.

“Why can’t you just be more like Lynn, Sara—or any of my other students? Send it to me online if you have to.”

“I’m sorry Mr. Clemens...I’ve just been so busy writing this story, and I...”

He interrupted. 

“Look—I get it. I’ve seen your writing. You’re really good when you do the assignments. But they need to be done on time. If you want to pass, you’re going to have to be better than that Ms. Sullivan.” 

He strode away.

Jacob joined. 

“Mr. C., where did you get that mirror anyways?” 

Robert laughed, passing out the doors down the hall. 

“eBay!”

Nancy stood somber, staring until he was out of sight. 

He was right. I just—I just wanted to be better at it. And it wasn’t going to just be through turning things in on time...

Lynn towered over, wrapping her big arms around to pat her head. 

“Awe—there, there. Hey. It’s okay, tiger. You’re just a big fat loser, that’s all.”

Nancy smiled, shoving her off, as if she were her bratty sister trying to get a rise out of her.

Lynn laughed. “There’s the fighting spirit! Now, let’s go eat!”

Jacob turned to everyone. “Big Kay’s?”

Derek and Evan nodded in unison. “Oh yeah!”

They were all my friends.
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CHAPTER 2 - Dining In.
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Dark clouds had cast their shadow over the fifties-themed diner, its vibrant sign would catch the sights of a passersby. Emblazoned with the words - ‘Big Kay’s Cookin’, a beacon of comfort and nostalgia since 1954. By the ambitious Mrs. Kayleen Mayberry, who at the young age of thirty-two worked tirelessly as a fry cook and waitress at several local establishments. She saved enough money to fulfill her dream of having her own diner. Tragically, she passed at the age of sixty-two in 1981 leaving behind a legacy that her daughter Kylene would carry on. Now, as the torch was passed once again, Kylene entrusted the family business to her own daughter, Kaylee, who at thirty-two was poised to continue the tradition that defined Big Kay’s Cookin for decades.

She bopped to fifties classics as a bright jukebox played, and she poured fresh coffee into Officer Dale’s mug. In her standard server uniform, a red button-up with a long red skirt. Her feet laced with old-fashioned roller skates. Around her neck, a golden cross given by her grandmother. She was twenty-two with a sense of maturity beyond her years. Her hair, a light brown with hints of blonde pulled into a ponytail with a polka-dot bow. With her gum smacking, she spoke in a thick Boston accent. 

“Ya know—I can’t seem to get her off the damn subject. She’s always asking when are ya gonna get yourself hitched to someone and have ya some children?”

She put her hands on her waist, tilting her stance. 

“I swear, I tell her the same ol’ thing, every time. Ma, do ya know how hard it is to keep coming up with girl names that start with K? I mean, really. How many awe there that awe left? I swear we’ve done named them all!”

Dale laughed, counting his fingers. 

“Well, there’s still Kelly, Kylee. Uh, umm, let’s see. Oh—what about Kate? Or uh Katie? Kathleen is a good one. What about Kathleen,” he asked, “then you got to factor in, what if it’s a boy? Then you’d have to go with maybe Kyle, or Kevin, or K...”

She slammed the pot on the counter. 

“Oh. So yer feedin into it now. Are ya!?”

“No, I...just—” 

“Well, now you can just serve your own damn coffee—officer...” 

She skated away to a booth.

Dale turned with bulging eyes, to receive a gentle pat from an older bald gentleman in suspenders and a John Deer hat. He gave a calming smile. 

“It’s okay—she’ll come around.” 

Dale put his hands up. 

“I don’t even know what I said to make her mad like that.”

The old man chuckled as he rose. 

“Don’t worry. We never do,” with a tip of his hat he strode to the door, “bye, Kaylee!”

“Bye, Jim!” 

She waved. The bell on the door rung as he left, and students from Mr. Clemens’ class strolled in. Kaylee skated up with smiles. 

“Well, look what the cat dragged in. The whole band of misfits is full now,” she smacked her gum, “hey, if you’re looking for your NBA all-star, he’s in the back booth over there.”

Derek laughed. 

“Thanks, Kaylee.”

She winked. 

“Sure thing, sweetheart.”

He led his group of friends; Nancy, Lynn, Sara, Evan, and Jacob to where David was sitting. A loud gush emitted, as a blob of ketchup shot out from David’s burger, he chomped into it. 

“Jesus—can you be any more of a slob?” 

Sara frowned in disgust. With an impish grin he turned it sideways. 

“You mean—like this?”

He licked it as it dripped onto his plate. Jacob belted in laughter, to give a brotherly high five. 

“Where’d you head to, bro?”

Everyone scooted into the booth with him.

“Yeah man, you missed a really good one today.” 

Derek chuckled, as the girls let off a mild giggle.

“I had to go home for a bit,”

David cautiously eyed the restaurant, as he didn’t want anyone to know what really happened... Jacob smiled. 

“Yeah—when I sent you a text earlier, you seemed scared.”

“Fuck you, man! You were all scared too!”

Jacob laughed. 

“Yeah, but. We weren’t caught running, pissing our pants.”

“I didn’t piss myself. I had to change because I got all wet... I told you, I tripped—and fell in mud, and got it on my pants.”

David had always found a way to soil himself, whether it was food, the environment, or his own bodily functions. He’d find it. He could be at a dry cleaners and still find a way to get messy. He was a real animal that guy.

“Oh. So you just done shit your pants then?”

Jacob then asked. Everyone laughed again.

“That’s not what I said!”

David pulled Jacob by the collar.

“Guys! Like, who cares—okay!?”

Sara interrupted. The muscled man released him, and Jacob flashed another playful smirk.

Kaylee skated up. 

“Alright, guys. So what’ll it be today?”

Derek went first. 

“Uh, I’ll just get a chocolate shake,” 

and with an unintentional flaunt, he retrieved a book from his bag to don his glasses as he dove into its text.

Sara gazed up at Kaylee with her intense almond eyes, her expression barren of any excitement. It was impossible to detect whether she was being sarcastic, playful or simply—a plain ol’ bitch... She left everyone guessing. 

“I guess I’ll just get a plain salad, no dressing—and a water—with lemon. No ice.”

Kaylee scowled, remembering an incident she had with Sara over not having kale or herbal tea on the menu. It was the talk of the century in the restaurant. No one ever really got over it. In fact, it ended with them screaming at one another, having to be held back by the cooks. 

“Okay...” 

Kaylee gave a sneer. Lynn spun to Sara wide-eyed. 

“Oh, my god—you ordered nothing. You might get more nutrients if you order air next time, Sara,” she turned back to Kaylee, “hi, I’ll get a classic double with rings, ketchup and a coke to drink, please. Stat.”

Kaylee smiled. 

“Sure thing, doll face.”

“I’ll get a coffee with half and half,” 

Nancy said. Evan chimed in. 

“Chicken fingers with honey mustard. Some fries, and a Sprite—please!” He said cheerfully.

Kaylee turned to Jacob. 

“And for you, sport? What’ll it be?”

“I’ll get the classic bacon cheeseburger with fries, and a Sprite. Oh. Can I get some of that barbecue sauce on the side?” 

“Of course, darling. I’ll have it all out to ya in no time.” 

Joyful, she skated out to the wait station.

Sara observed David, as if she were studying a wild animal in its natural habitat, as he devoured the remnants of his burger, cramming it into his mouth. His cheeks swelled with each bite, resembling plush pillows. Each chew smacked brashly. With the feast demolished, he grabbed his drink, and with a mighty gulp he drained its contents, slurping through the straw until only syrupy ice water remained, to finally let out a booming belch. 

“Brrrrrreeeap!”

Like I said before, real animal... 

The others turned, smiling. Sara’s eyes resembled a look between horrified and intrigued, before David cracked a large grin. 

“What?” 

He asked, taking notice to her awing.

“Nothing—you just remind me of something 

I saw online once.”

“Oh yeah? Who is it I remind you of?” 

He boasted another confident smirk.

“Oh. It was something I saw on an animal show. It was really big, had a lot of hair—and was very scary.”

It took the blonde-haired blue-eyed gorilla a moment to digest what she had meant. 

“Whatever!” He scoffed.
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CHAPTER 3 - An Oath For Concealment.
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Torrential currents beat down on a lively intersection, the wet road shimmered in vibrant hues from cars and traffic lights. Robert sped in his lustrous forest-green Mercedes. Raging past, he weaved and dodged other vehicles at thrilling speeds. With a burst of more acceleration his car roared under a bridge, vanishing into the rainy night.

With the skillfulness of a racer, Clemens clutched the manual knob, shifting gears with precise action. A bluetooth securely lined his ear, connected to a phone that rested on a stand on his dash. Its display read - ‘Simon Everett’ with an out-of-country number. Below it, a GPS location and a driver’s icon that rose fast on a road named - ‘Barcliff Ave.’ 

“Robert—how long have we known each other?” 

An Englishman’s voice asked irate.

“Just a little over twenty years, I’d say. Why?”

“You would think by now you’d know my time is as valuable as yours. I get that your American time slightly differs from my U.K. time—but now that I’m here on yours, you’ve still managed to be late, Robert...”

He sighed. 

“I’m sorry, Simon. I’m almost there—but you still haven’t even told me how big this really is.”

“What if I was to tell you that one of the most world-renowned authors was to receive one of the world’s most exclusive parchments—signed by the king himself (and we’re not talking Elvis). The author just might
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