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Prologue

Thunder blasted against the night
sky, with harsh, autumn winds that whistled aloud eerily, as if
announcing the arrival of something pure evil on its way. Even the
skeletal trees with their long withered branches reached out, as if
waiting to snatch any passersby. A short distance away, a group of
college-aged hikers had ventured out for an extended walk, but lost
their way. They were now left out in the cold night, in dense
forestry and out of food and water.

“All right,” said Alex Frazier, the
young man leading the group, “first let’s check to confirm that
we’re all here.” He called out the names of each group member and
they all nodded accordingly.

“Jim Woolson, Julie Fireson, William
“Bilko” Johnstone, Mike Preeson, Hugh “Shuggy” Rusk, and Mary
Smith.”

Following this, they unloaded their
backpacks and put up tents, after which they collected some fallen
twigs and built a large campfire.

“All right.” Alex rubbed his hands to
stay warm and took the initiative. “If we all sit closer around the
fire, it will take our minds off the chill. Anyone who’s tired,
don’t hesitate to turn in. As for the rest of us, well, I figured
it might not be such a bad idea to do a bit of
storytelling.”

“Oh, that’s a
brilliant idea, Alex!”
retorted Jim Woolson. “So who’s going to tell the
story?”

“Well…” Alex smiled. “Why don’t we all
take turns?”

“What kind of stories?” asked Mike
Preeson. “I don’t fancy anything scary. We’re lost and miles away
from our homes. That’s the last thing we need.”

“They don’t have to be scary,”
answered Alex. “They can be on any theme you like. Just unleash and
unwind your imaginations. Give us something we can all sit up and
enjoy listening to.”

“I’m not good at telling stories,”
said Julie Fireson. “Mary isn’t either.”

“Well, let
us be the judge of
that,” replied Alex. “Anyway, it’s not a competition, just a bit of
fun to keep each other amused and entertained.” He paused to study
the others’ reactions as they nodded.

“Good.” Alex stood and searched around
the ground until he spotted a creepy looking green bottle
protruding from the ground. Later on, under unpleasant
circumstances, he’d learn that the bottle contained the trapped
Aztec demon Camazotz, or “death bat,” associated with night, death,
and sacrifice. But at that moment, he knew nothing about
this.

Camazotz saw Alex
approaching, rubbed his claws and grinned wickedly, then said to
himself, “Finally, my meal has
arrived!”

Alex pulled out the bottle, using both
hands. Despite its tight seal, it looked ancient and the debris
obliterating its contents smelled rancid. He grinned. “This is
perfect.”

He then returned to the campfire,
holding it in his right hand. “Right, I’m now going to spin this
bottle around the grass. Whoever it points to, he or she will tell
their story, or tale.”

Inside the bottle, Camazotz flapped
his wings and said in a squeaky voice, “I shall teach these
meddlesome brats a lesson they shall never forget. But first, I’ll
toy with them; after all, I’ve waited so long for this moment. I’m
going to keep them wondering and start my mischief by performing a
magic spell and drawing horrific stories from their minds. Once
they’ve all told their tales, I will decide their fate. One thing
is certain; none of them will live to see the light of day. Ha ha
ha ha ha!”

And so, Alex spun the bottle. Round
and round it went, until it stopped at...Mary.

“All right,” said Mary feebly. “I’ll
tell my story, but please don’t be too critical as I’m not a
professional. It’s about a troubled young man and his association
with a seemingly ordinary large black bird.” Her eyes then focused
slowly and deliberately into the crackling flames in the dead of
night. She began her story which she named...

Old Crow

It sat perched on the damp ashes of
her love letters. Already nine days had passed since the demise of
“that romantic old fluff.” At least that was how Tom pictured his
mother. How he yearned to have her back now, but it was too late;
or so it seemed.

“I can’t believe she’s dead,” he
cried, pushing the bed sheets aside. It was 6:00 a.m. Total
darkness.

The bed was tucked in a convenient
space inside the kitchen flat. Tom knelt over and peered under the
bed.

“Mother, are you there?” He played
with his fears, imagining her rotting corpse lying under him,
releasing a sick stench. How sick...he certainly wasn’t the Tom his
mother had known.

“Mother, those love letters...I
shouldn’t have destroyed them. But you must realize I had to. Oh,
never mind!”

The kitchen curtains were never drawn.
They projected silvery moonlight onto Tom’s face. Tonight he was
restless. He opened the fridge door and rooted around inside. His
eyes lit up when he found a wine bottle.

“Caaw...Caaw.”

“What the hell!” He shuffled to his
feet and plodded to the window. The crow still sat perched on the
ashes of her love letters. As long as it stayed put, Tom didn’t
mind the old crow. But wasn’t it odd that a stuffy old bird, black
as night, should sit in solitude, cawing every night.

“Mother would have shot you. That’s
why I won’t.”

Returning to the fridge, he uncorked
the bottle with his long fingernails. It dripped all over his
chest. But what he saw was not wine. It was blood.

“All right, Tom, take it easy old boy.
You’re still under shock. That romantic old fluff is taunting you.
Go back to bed quietly.”

Consoling himself, he lay down,
humming.

“Caaw! Caaw!” It was the
old crow.

Tom shuffled to his feet again, upset.
His stomach stiffened and a jet of blood trickled from his
belly-button. “W-what’s happening? Am I cracking?”

It was 6:30 a.m. The
dimming moonlight tempted Tom to peer outside to get a better look
at the crow; that was not difficult. The darn thing never moved an
inch. But why was it perched there, on her love letters?

“It’s not there. It’s...not there!”
Now Tom really was scared. Overcome with giddiness, he fought back.
“M-must...resist...mustn’t fall down.”

But the forces of evil were bent on
destruction tonight of all nights. Nine days since the night. Nine
days since his mother vowed to come back for her beloved son. It
was then that the crow appeared before him...and for the first
time, revealed its putrefied face.

“Nighty night, Tom.”

Tom screamed until the crow’s sharp
beak tore at his throat, cutting off his cries.

****

Mary turned to the others who gazed at
one another and began clapping. They seemed to have enjoyed her
tale about the crow. Once again, the green bottle was made to spin,
this time by Mary. Round and round it span…until it stopped at Jim
Woolson.

Mary Smith smiled at him. “Your turn,
Jim. Ooh, I can’t wait to hear this.”

Jim coughed and looked around at the
others. “Listen, folks, after hearing Mary’s story, you don’t wanna
hear mine. Trust me on this one.”

“It doesn’t matter how it sounds,”
said Mary. “This is all about team spirit, remember? Now please be
a good boy and start your story.”

“Oh, very well.” Like Mary, Jim
focused on the crackling flames. For a few seconds, he appeared
lost and then his eyes brightened. A smile spread across his
face.

“The story I’m going to tell you all
is called…

Hareena, the Orange Witch
Queen

Peri Blake, a college student of
17, had decided to stay home on Halloween night this year instead
of going trick-or-treating. A strong and level headed person, she
did not believe in witches flying on broomsticks or pumpkin headed
scarecrows which walked the earth in limbo. Her friends called her
“Miss Practical,” but she did not mind. Her parents were abroad in
the United States, visiting friends so she was alone.

It was 2:00 a.m. and there was pin
drop silence. Peri lay in bed reading her math textbook and her
eyes grew heavy. She was so tired that the book slipped through her
hands and down onto the floor.

“Meeaaoowww!”

Peri started.“A cat here!?”

The cat was sitting in a corner of her
bedroom. It was a black with deep green eyes.

“Hey, how did you get in here? All the
windows are shut and the doors locked.” She guessed that her
friends had slipped the cat in earlier for a Halloween scare. As
Peri knelt down to pet the cat, the hairs on its back rose and its
claws extended.

“Whehhh!!!”
The cat curled its back, about to leap up at
her.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to
frighten you,” Peri said gently. “Wait here and I’ll get you some
milk.”

“She doesn’t drink milk, my child,”
called out a sharp and creepy feminine voice.

A lady stood before Peri, dressed as a
witch in orange clothes. Her features looked like a gypsy’s with
fine lines that added character to her face. She had
shoulder-length, strawberry colored hair and her eyes were large,
prominent, and peering. Her chipped, yellowed teeth protruded from
her oval face, exuding a rancid, sickening odor. Whoever she was,
she looked like a witch. She wore peachy orange and lime green nail
polish and carried a long broomstick in her left hand.

“Allow me to introduce myself, my
child. I am Hareena, known as the orange witch queen.”

Peri’s eyes bulged like soup plates.
Hareena let out a loud laugh and advanced towards her.

Peri covered her face, about to scream
when Hareena stopped and retrieved a large book from beneath her
orange cloak.

“Do you believe in witchcraft, my
child? Magic spells and so forth?”

“N..no, as a matter of fact, I don’t.
It’s all mumbo jumbo as far as I’m concerned.”

Hareena let out another loud laugh,
placed her broomstick aside and sat on a chair by Peri. The black
cat curled up under her feet and closed its eyes, licking its
paws.

“Tonight is Halloween and I’m going to
prove to you that it’s real. I’m a real witch, but only you and I
know that. Anyone else will think I’m disguised as one. I’m not
just a witch; I’m a witch queen. I rule all the other
witches.”

“Y…you mean to say there are more
witches? Real witches?”

Hareena nodded and opened her book of
spells. She flicked through the pages, as if searching for a spell.
Although the book was upside down from Peri’s angle, she noticed
that the text was in an ancient language and contained many
sketches.

Hareena stopped mid-page and tapped a
passage with her long fingers. “Ah! This one is perfect, but be
warned, my child, that this book ranges from small spells to the
most complex of all. It took me several years to master them
all.”

Peri’s eyes widened. “You
know all the
spells?”

Hareena’s laugh sounded like rattling
bones. Her features were attractive, but nonetheless, she was a
witch. Peri would do well to watch what she said.

“So, if I may ask, what spell have you
chosen?”

Hareena gazed at her in a cold manner
that sent a chill down Peri’s spine.

“I…I’m sorry. That didn’t come out
right. I…don’t know what I’m saying.” Peri was so intimidated by
Hareena that she found it hard to think. Her lips were dry and she
found herself stuttering, all because of the unexpected arrival of
Hareena, the orange witch queen.

“It was going to be a surprise and so
shall it remain. Be vigilant and observe everything in this room.”
And with those words, Hareena focused on the page she had selected
and chanted in a confident whisper. Her language was in a different
dialect. Peri, who knew several, could not figure out which
language it was. She guessed, perhaps Ancient Egyptian or Persian,
but it was unknown to modern people. This was the language only
witches spoke to one another. In a few moments, the orange witch
queen stopped and gazed at Peri.

“There. Now, in a few moments,
something will happen in this room. See if you can notice it. It’s
a small spell, but a spell nonetheless, my child.”

Peri’s body quivered and everything in
the room grew blurry and hazy. She stood, rubbing her eyes, hoping
to clear her vision. Just then, the bedroom window opened and a
human skeleton climbed into the room. Pieces of skin and fascia
stuck to the bones, carrying the stink of fish that had lain in the
sun three days. It looked directly at Peri through its black eye
sockets and then made its way towards her.

“Nooo! Oh please, make it go away,
please!” Peri screamed as the bony hands dug into her warm soft
flesh.

Hareena laughed out loud once more but
ignored her constant pleas as the skeleton took hold of Peri’s
hands and began
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