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Her Mother’s Eyes
By Derek Wentz

imon sat in the darkness of his new living room, a beer in one hand
and a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. It was late November.
An open bottle of sleeping pills was tipped on its side on the table in
front of him, the pills scattered over the glass surface of the table. The baby monitor that lay on the couch cushion next to Simon had been turned off, but Simon
could still hear the faint wails of his daughter coming from a bedroom near the
back of the house. He couldn’t remember having ever felt so tired, but the burning knot in his chest, the ball of energy that Dr. Stephens had described as Simon’s
doubts, fears, and anxieties, radiated a feverish energy. Simon’s alcohol addled
thoughts were erratic, flitting from one ragged memory to next. Fragments of a
half-remember argument with his passive-aggressive shrink.
“She’s been gone for a year, Simon,” Dr. Stephens said.
“I know.”
“I know you know. But, things are coming to a head.”
Simon rolled his eyes.
“What a bunch of bullshit,” Simon muttered.
“Is it?”
“Yeah.”
“How so?”
“Simon,” Simon said. “You’ve been drinking too much. Simon, you’re
snapping at your co-workers. Simon, why don’t you go out with some of your
friends on Friday night? Simon, we’re WORRIED about you. Everybody’s got an
opinion about my life, and they feel the need to bitch at me about it. You know
what I think? I think you can all go fuck yourselves,” he said.
“We’ve been over this. I’m not going to repeat myself. Its your own fault
that you’re here, and you know it.”
Simon folded his arms across his chest and turned his head to the window.
“What have I been wrong about so far?” Dr. Stephens asked.
Simon studied the oak that was growing outside Dr. Stephen’s office.
“I told you that if you held onto your anger that you’d start getting yourself into trouble, didn’t I?”
“Oh my God,” Simon muttered.
“You hit a man at Lowe’s.”
“You going to bring that up every time I disagree with you?
“It’s the best example of your behavior.”
“Because I punched some jackass?”
“We’re going in circles.”
Simon shrugged off the blanket and picked up the baby monitor. With his
beer in one hand and with the monitor in the other, he walked down the hall, past
stacks of half unpacked cardboard boxes, and towards his daughter’s bedroom.
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The shade was up, and Simon could see his daughter laying in her crib, painted
silver by the light of the moon. Simon stood over her while she cried, his face
pale and slack.
“Hey,” Simon said. His daughter continued to screech, her red face writing
and her pale arms flailing in the air. She screamed until she choked on her own
shrieks, coughed a few times, and then screamed louder.
“God-dammit Cynthia,” Simon slurred.
“I could say the paint was blue, and even if it was, you would say it was
green,” Dr. Stephens had said.
Simon laughed.
“Yeah. Maybe I would.”
“It’s not funny.”
“You told me I was supposed to try and have a sense of humor about my
problems.”
“You need to let her go.”
“I tried that,” Simon said.
“You’re not trying hard enough.”
“Yeah? What the hell do you want me to do? I can’t erase my memories.”
“You could start by getting rid of her things like I told you to.”
“Yeah? And that’s going to do me some good is it?”
The smile on Simon’s face made Dr. Stephens pause.
“Well you know what? I already tried your advice. You know how much
--” His voice cracked. He swallowed. “You know how much good it did? The only
thing I accomplished was to smell her again. To remember all the places we went
together. See the way the fabric of her old shirts were stretched around the shape
of her. And I still see her. In the walls of the house. When I’m walking to work.
Riding in the car. I still see her. All the time.”
When Dr. Stephens finally spoke, his voice was quieter.
“Then maybe you should move to a new neighborhood. Get a fresh start.”
“It won’t do any good,” Simon had said.
Simon looked down at his daughter’s red, screaming face. He picked her
up and began patting her on the back.
“Why not?” Doctor Stephens asked.
“It just won’t.”
“It has to,” Doctor Stephens said. “You’re not going to get better until
you let go of your wife. You need to move on or you’re going to be bitter and miserable for the rest of your life. I’ve seen it too many times, Simon. Every week that
you come in here, you’re more erratic, more hostile. She’s eating you up.”
Simon held his squealing daughter in front of him, tears streaming down
his face.
“Please be quiet,” he said.
“I promise you, you’ll start feeling better.”
Cynthia screamed, wailing at the pressure of her father’s hands around her
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slender arms.
“Why can’t you just SHUT THE FUCK UP?” Simon said.
Cynthia’s eyes opened and looked at her father.When she had been born,
Cynthia’s grandfather had taken one look into Cynthia’s eyes and remarked that
Lily had given her daughter a little piece of herself. Something that her family
would be able to remember her by. Simon could see Lily’s green irises staring out
at him in the darkness. They were emerald, like a pair of black lagoons lit by the
moon.
“Don’t you bitch at me, wanting your momma,” Simon said, his voice
trembling. “She should be here to take care of you, but she isn’t. It’s your fault, so
you’re just going to have to deal with it.”
Cynthia squeezed her eyes shut and began wailing again, her wails punctuated by sobs and coughs.
Simon set his daughter down and pulled a blanket over her. She kicked it
off before he had stumbled out of the room and back towards the couch. He shut
the door to his daughter’s room behind him and began walking down the hallway.
He was cold, so he picked his blanket up, wrapped it around his shoulders, and
sat down on the couch. Next to the couch, there was a 24 pack of beer cans. He
reached in through their cardboard container, pulled out another, popped the tab,
and drained half of it in the first pull.
Down the hall, Cynthia continued screaming.
Some part of Simon’s brain came to rest on the bottle of antifreeze in the
garage. When he had been a boy, Simon’s father had told him that sometimes dogs
would get into the antifreeze because it was sweet. A little tummy ache, and they’re
dead, his father had said.
The thought didn’t make Simon feel as ashamed as it had a month ago.
Simon crushed the beer can in his right hand. The beer ran out between the
tears in the can’s walls and dripped onto the floor. Where it mingled with the fresh
cuts in Simon’s hand, his fingers and palm began to ache.
He glanced at the clock on the end table.
Simon’s chin came a rest on his chest. His eyes felt like they were burning.
His chest began to hitch and he could feel the tears as they landed on the skin of
his legs.
“I can’t do this,” he told the darkness.
It was 2:37 a.m..
There were another five hours between Simon and the dawn. 			
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Application to the Association of Spooky and Haunted Structures of America
By Chris McKeever
To:		
From:		
Subject:
		

1414 Blacktower Dr.
The Underwood Sanatorium for the Criminally Insane
Re: Application to the Association of Spooky and Haunted
Structures of America

On behalf of the Association of Spooky and Haunted Structures of America I would like to thank you for your interest in joining our special organization.
We pride ourselves in maintaining a sturdy and lasting membership that promotes
the spirit or terror and dread in locations as diverse as the members who join.
At the moment, we at the ASHSA feel that while your application is
strong, it doesn’t possess the type and level of spookiness that we look for in upand-coming haunted locations.
Upon a quick review of your application it is clear that you have great
potential, and given some time and effort on your behalf (and perhaps just a bit
of misfortune on the behalf of a few naïve teenagers), one day we could see you
becoming a great member of Spooky and Haunted Structures of America. At the
moment, however, there are some troubling gaps in your history as a haunted
building that are excluding you from serious consideration in our organization.
I remember how hard it was when I was first built to convince people that I was
indeed haunted, and so I would like to share some of my wisdom that you might
have a better idea of the dedication required to really stand out as a strong candidate for consideration in ASHSA.
Remember, your primary goal at the moment should be establishing a
reputation that puts fear in the hearts of the locals. Not having a reputation to rely
on is tough, but you have a lot going for you. More, perhaps, than you realize.
For example, your address, 1414 Blacktower Dr.? It’s a good, strong address, and will serve as a strong foundation for your reputation as a spooky old
house. Not only is the numerical address easy to remember, but the street name
is hair-raisingly ominous. Blacktower. I can almost hear children whispering it in
fear around campfires and at sleep-overs. If I were a little boy in your town, I’d
dare my friends to go exploring a place with a name like that. This may take time,
but I’m sure that your address will only help build a sound mythos surrounding
your history and haunted nature. Children are good for such things.
In your application you note that you are abandoned at the moment and
have fallen into disrepair. Also, because of some design flaws, your structure
is still settling with the foundation, which produces regular creaks and moans
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throughout the house. One man’s flaw is another man’s pearl, though. Both the
disrepair and settling noises are essential elements to any house that wants to
exude that “creep factor,” and is a great way to attract attention from some of
the more adventurous and stalwart locals and passersby. Your job has been made
much easier by these conditions. It is up to you to use them to your advantage.
I know that being abandoned isn’t the ideal situation for getting people
inside you, but lots of well-known and active horror houses were once abandoned,
and it provides a setting in which visitors will feel uneasy for the duration of their
stay. The trick for houses like you is to find ways to draw unsuspecting people to
you. Get them inside the house, and the rest is easy enough. Your application says
that the water in the house is drawn from a well on the property. Have you tried
the “Caller in the Well” to draw people to you? This is one of the oldest practices
of haunted places, and many haunted buildings with an accessible well use it with
great success, even to this day. Once you get them to the well, our studies have
shown that nearly 22% of individuals age 18 and over will then enter the house,
and for individuals under the age of 18, a whopping 31% will explore the grounds
further. Ahh, the innocence and naiveté of youth—it really is our bread and butter,
to use another human expression, isn’t it?
This should be your target audience, as children and young adults are more
easily tricked and frightened, and are more willing to share their experiences with
their peers, this increasing your reputation as a creepy, haunted old house. Do this,
and your own legend will grow among the more impressionable citizens of your
town. Use what resources you have, and start small. Reputation will come with
time and dedication.
As I referenced earlier, the lack of local knowledge about you is one of the
main reasons we rejected your application. In our investigations heard no local
lore or legend about you, and only a few property-conscious people knew of your
address. Every good haunted structure, from the steep-roofed houses of New England to the dilapidated mansions of the Old South, needs a strong local following.
There is no greater advertiser than the suspicious old kook or bar patron. These
are the old men who tell stories of you by the fireside, recounting their encounters
with you when they were young. These are the boys and girls who take dares to
step on your porch and with a few additional shouts of encouragement and ridicule twist the handle to your front door and step into your interior. To them, you
are more than just an old rundown house. You are a legend, surrounded by darkness and mystery. You may not have been built by a family of crazed murderers or
inhabited by malevolent spirits of dead children, but if you can convince the locals
it might have happened, you will be well on your way to creating a lasting and
powerful reputation.
Unfortunately, we can’t all be built by serial killers (Oh, to be a murder
house, custom-built by the Bloody Benders!), so we must make do with the gifts
we are given. Loose floorboards, exposed nails, warped mirrors, impossible
hallways, slanted floors and walls—these are the tools of our trade. How you
12
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apply them will dictate your success. Don’t shy away from using the tried and
true tactics of other scary places as you build your reputation, but make sure that
you make “The 1414 Blacktower Experience” uniquely yours. This mostly takes
time—a lot of time in some cases—and a terrifying and devious imagination on
your part—one that is willing to take risks and ultimately establish a subtle yet
ever-present dread felt by visitors and locals alike.
I hope you take these words under advisement as you continue to instill
fear into the hearts of those who visit. I encourage you to write back in a decade
or two to inform us of your progress and perhaps even reapply for membership
once your reputation as a house, whether haunted, possessed, or just plain eerie,
has grown.
Sincerely,
The Underwood Sanatorium for the Criminally Insane
President of the Association of Spooky and
Haunted Structures of America (1996-present)
Tupelo, Mississippi
P.S.-One last tip that always worked for me: keep those light bulbs loose
and flickering. I think you’ll find it wonderfully effective at sparking the dark,
wild imaginations of human visitors.
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For the Price of a Jackal
By Chris McKeever

he city of Kasman, like any city, holds many stories. Some of these
stories are well-known, while others remain buried like the bones of
old men that line the walls of her vast catacombs and underworks.
Kasman is called the Pearl of Mareshi by the residents of the city, and anyone who
enters through one of her magnificent city gates would be hard-pressed to disagree. Like a fine pearl, she attracts men and women both, princes and vagrants,
righteous and wicked. But every pearl begins with a bit of corruption, hidden over
time by layers of beauty to distract the casual observer. At the heart of every pearl
is darkness, and the beauty of the pearl cannot exist without it. This is a story of
that darkness, hidden deep within the city, which few men have heard.

Arman hated his father. He hated his father because the man was one of the
Jackals of the city—men willing to sell any number of services for a few coins—
and spent his days with the older men of the city, drinking hibiscus tea and rolling bone dice across carved tables. They held court in the dens that populated the
busiest streets and districts of Kasman. While one could say this was their daily
routine, passing coins back and forth between boiling pots and throws of dice,
their real work involved guiding visitors to the city through the winding streets
and uneven layers of cobble that show ages long past.
To dig through the streets of Kasman is to see the history of the city. If you
dig deep enough, you may find the first stones of the city’s foundation, set by the
first elders of the city. To wander the streets of Kasman is to travel through her
long history, and thus the saying goes: “The man who wanders Kasman is surely
lost to the ages.” And so, just like in nature, the Jackal is a necessary part of the
city, taking orders from anyone willing to part with a fraction of their purse.
Like the other Jackals of the city, Arman’s father profited from any foreigners unfortunate or stupid enough to enlist his services. The foreigners who visit the Kasman almost always wanted the same things: women, spices, trinkets, and
some of the more sinister drugs the city had to offer. The worst of these drugs the
people of Kasman called the Breath of Dragons, but one would be hard-pressed to
find a Jackal who would venture where the Breath of Dragons could be found.

When Arman’s father didn’t come home with any food one night, Arman
went to bed hungry. When he came home empty-handed and smelling of honeyed
wine the second night, Arman knew that his father had lost any money he had
earned at the tables that day, and again there was no food for their evening meal.
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When Arman’s father failed to come home the next night, he knew that he must
find a way to bring food to his mother and sister.
The next morning, before his mother and sister awoke, Arman slipped out
of the family house in search of his father. He had never visited the dens that his
father worked in, but he, like all residents of Kasman, knew of their reputation
and the yellow and black flags that flew above the door. Arman’s father told him
never to go into the dens, but what did he know? He couldn’t even bring home
money for bread and oil. And without that money, his sister and mother would
starve. If I can’t find my father, I will at least find money for them, Arman thought
as he jogged between the alleys and backstreets of the city.
The closest den to Arman’s house was tucked away in the vast maze of
the city market. He had asked the fishmonger and his wife where the den could
be found. The woman told Arman that he should not know such things, and went
back to unpacking her goods for the early morning customers. The man, though,
saw the earnestness in Arman, and heard him out.
“I do not ask for myself, but for the sake of my mother and sister, who
have not eaten since my father disappeared.”
At this, the fishmonger softened and pointed the young boy down the
road.
“Turn down that alley over there, and look for a door with a small flag
above it. You may find him there,” the fishmonger told the boy. “Here,” he said,
handing Arman a small salted fish, “Eat this. A young man needs his strength.”
Arman thanked the man and continued through the market in the direction
he had been given, eating the fish as he walked.
Soon enough, he reached the alley and flag the fishmonger spoke of. The
alley looked empty and uninviting, and the sand which coated the city during the
frequent sandstorms had piled up in a thin layer from years of neglect. The only
sign of human attention or care was at the entrance of the den, where a small
patch of ground had been cleaned, revealing smooth brown stone. Arman finished
the rest of the fish before pushing aside the heavy curtains at the door and entering the den.
As he entered the place that surely held his father, Arman felt a large hand
press on his chest and grab his shirt.
“Woah now, son. This is not a place for you. Shouldn’t you be in the
streets with the other lost boys of the city?”
Arman looked at the man who had stopped him from entering. The man
was tall—taller than Arman—even when sitting. The man’s seat by the door was
obviously meant to stop anyone from entering the den, and the large curved knife
at his waist probably kept most people at bay.
“I’m not here for myself, but for my father. He has been missing for several days. Do you know him?”
The man looked at Arman for a moment, and then laughed. “And how am I to
know the father of every wandering boy and sand rat on the street?”

16
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In his hurry, he had forgotten to even tell the man who he was looking for.
“I am Arman, and my father is Naman, and he is a Jackal who spends his days in
the dens.” Arman could hardly contain himself and spoke as quickly as he could.
“A Jackal, eh? Well, I’ve never much cared for the name, but I assure you
we’ve been called worse.” The man by the door looked deeper within the den before turning to Arman. “Stay here a moment, and I will see if your father is here.”
The man held Arman firmly in place for a moment before turning and disappearing
among the clouds of smoke that rose from every table in the dimly lit room. Arman
took the man’s seat and waited.
A few moments later, the man returned, beckoning Arman to follow him
into the back of the room. Arman’s first thought was to leave this place, as he knew
how dangerous these men could be. But before he could convince himself to leave
the den of vile men, he found himself standing before a large tattooed man reclining on a pile of cushions.
The doorman pushed Arman forward and the tattooed man spoke:“You are
the son of Naman, come to see his father?”
Arman could hardly speak. The dark tattoos ran like wine down his face
and across his chest, settling in his belly, and hairy black fingers curled around his
chest and shoulders, as if a giant spider clung to his back.
“Do not be frightened, young one. You will not be harmed in this place. I
do not extend such an offer to many who enter this place, but considering your…
predicament, it is a courtesy I shall extend.”
“So you know my father?” Arman interrupted. “Where is he? I need to see
him.”
“Know him? Yes. Not well, but he frequents this place, and so I know his
debts and his habits.” The man directed Arman towards a cushion. “Sit down, and
I shall tell you what I know. Where he is now…who can say, but I know where he
intended to go.” The man paused for moment to draw a long pull from the pipe on
the table.
“Do you know of the Breath of Dragons?”
Arman shook his head.
“I didn’t expect you would. Of all the treasures our great city has to offer,
the Breath of Dragons is perhaps the most coveted and most dangerous of them all.
It is a powerful and intoxicating drug that is found underneath the city…”
“Underneath the city?” Arman interrupted.
“Yes. Underneath the city catacombs there are caves which have existed
before this city was named, and in this ancient place, the Breath of Dragons is collected. I do not know how it is done, for I have never seen this place with my own
eyes, but I know it is a terrible and dangerous thing. I have seen men travel into the
catacombs looking to settle their debts by bringing back the Breath of Dragons, but
only a few have returned, and even they were never the same. Only a truly desperate man would willingly travel to this place, but your father was a truly desperate
man, wasn’t he?” The man said with a slight grin.
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“I know his debts, and they are indeed vast. Perhaps he thought this the
only way to atone for his misfortunes.”
The man leaned forward in his seat and the legs of the spider looked as if
they growing, sliding further down his chest “Now I have told you what I know.
Your father has not turned up in the river with his throat cut, so this must be
where he has gone. Perhaps at the urging of one of our great city’s visiting merchants or wealthy foreign dignitaries? In any case, you know of the dangers of
this place, so my conscience is clear.”
The thought of this man soothing his conscience was amusing, Arman
thought, but he couldn’t manage a smile.
“If you are set on finding your father, you should travel to the lowest catacombs where men no longer go. You’ll find a large iron door. Show this coin,” He
placed a small copper coin with an iron band around it in Arman’s palm “and you
shall be given entrance in the caverns. After that, I can help you no further.”
The man reclined back in his seat of cushions, and the legs of the spider
retreated.
“I hope you find what you are looking for, Arman son of Naman. Most
men who seek the Breath of Dragons find what they are looking for, but few realize the true cost of their desire. I only hope you are prepared for what is to come.
I hope you find him, but if not, remember my house here. If you need work and
still need to feed that family of yours, come and see me.”
Arman left the place, coin in hand, determined to find his father. No matter what the tattooed man had said, he had to find out what had happened to the
man who should be providing for his mother and sister. As the sun sank in the
west harsh winds howled through the streets, assaulting Arman with stinging bits
of sand as he headed towards the old catacombs. He had heard the street priests
say the wind contained the tortured screams of souls lost in the darkness—those
who died without the guiding light of the sun to direct their souls to the afterlife.
He hoped his father’s cry was not among the throng of wails which now accompanied him through the city streets.

The paths under the city were dark and moldering. Aren’t all such places
that are but remnants of the past? Arman had learned, like all children of the
city, that the places under the earth were reserved for the dead. The only ones
who made their business there were the keepers of the dead, and even they preferred to work in the underground structures closest to the city. Arman had no
use for the well-kept halls and votives arrayed at the feet of venerated saints. He
pushed deeper into the roads under the city, and the deeper he went, the rougher
the route. With only a torch to guide him, he pressed on into darkness, with only
bleached skeletons of holy men lining the walls to illuminate his path.
As Arman pushed deeper into the catacombs, the skeletons that lined the
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wall appeared less frequently. He held the torch far in front of him, letting the
ancient cobwebs flare up into the ceiling as he advanced through the underbelly
of the city. Arman noticed the sound of his own breathing as the noises of the city
faded away. Soon there was nothing but the sound of his quick breaths, his feet
squishing into the soft ground, and the torch burning a path in front of him.
Then, a sound: a low groaning as if the earth itself was protesting Arman’s
presence. Arman imagined the tunnel collapsing and the ground swallowing him
as the most ancient of monsters. But he had to continue. His mother was counting
on him. And his sister. He had to look after her. The thought didn’t give him much
comfort, but he thrust his torch as far forward as he could, and staring at the base
of the flame, marched on.
And so Arman proceeded into the bowels of the earth, and he travelled
for what seemed to be hours, but he could not tell. The fire of the torch became
hypnotic, and when it exploded on contacting the great iron door, Arman leapt
backwards, dropping the torch in his surprise. Quickly, he picked it up before the
flames extinguished and held it up to the door.
The door looked like many sturdy doors Arman had seen in Kasman. What
differed were the signs roughly hewn into the cold metal. Arman couldn’t read as
well as some of the other boys, but he knew his letters, and these did not look like
any he had seen in his books or in the market. Nor was there a handle to be seen.
Arman pounded on the door. He didn’t come all this way to have to turn back, and
thoughts of failure began to flood his mind. What would my mother say? How can
I turn back as empty-handed as I came? I am just a boy, and no thief…
Just as the dread of failure began to overwhelm him, two slits in the iron
door opened. In the top slit, a pair of black eyes buried in the palest skin he had
ever seen. In the lower slit, black-stained lips turned up in a smile that unnerved
Arman. The man—if that’s what it was—said nothing, but held the smile an
unblinking gaze. Arman pulled the iron coin the tattooed man had given him and
held it up to the light. The smile of the thing behind the door opened into a wide,
toothy grin, and a red tongue stuck out the small slit.
Arman, unsure of what to do, just held the coin up. The thing looked at the
coin, then at its tongue, then back at the coin. After a moment, Arman stepped forward, cautiously extending his hand and placing the coin on the thing’s tongue. As
soon as the coin left his hand, the tongue pulled back into the creature’s mouth and
it released a sharp giggle. The two slits closed, and the iron door slowly opened.
From the inside of the cavern came a red glow, and the light flooded the
tunnel. Arman blinked before stepping through the door. Everything inside him
told him to run, as fast as he could, back to the surface. It was as if the red light
itself was pushing against him, and he almost turned, but he knew that if he did
turn around, he would be gone. He would run and never come back to this terrible
place.
“No!” he nearly shouted before regaining his composure. “I must go on,”
he told himself.
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As soon as he stepped fully in, the cavern the door shut. The creature
behind the door was completely naked—a man, or, at least, used to be a man. His
skin was nearly translucent and drooped in large folds, as layers of a candle bend
and change shape as the pressed wax warms. Arman nearly shouted at the sight
of the man, but the black-lipped man gave Arman a twisted smile, and raised a
single finger over his mouth. He giggled softly before crawling away, deeper in
the cavern, scrambling over rocks like a pale spider.
The black-lipped man quickly disappeared from sight, much to the relief
of Arman. He may not know this place, but he doubted that man could help him.
He must have been down here for years, Arman though.
“I just hope nothing so terrible has happened to father.”
To be true, Arman wasn’t sure if he cared anymore about his father, but he
only hoped the man was alive down here for the sake of his mother and sister.
The room he was in was not large, but the hole in the far wall seemed to
lead to another cavern. The black-lipped man was crouched by the hole, and as
Arman approached the spot, the man lifted a fleshy hand and pointed inside. This
time the crouched man was not giggling, but murmuring, as if panicked. Arman
could hear noises on the other side of the hole, but could see very little. He would
have to crawl through if he wished to continue. The crouched man made no
movement, and by his sounds Arman doubted the thing would go any further anyway. Again a wave of panic nearly overtook him, but he managed to suppress his
nerves and crawl through the tunnel. He still could not locate the origin of the red
light that permeated this place, but it seemed to get more intense as he crouched
into the hole.
It was only a few feet of rock that he had to pass through before the next
cavern opened. Once he pulled himself through the hole he began sliding downward. The ground in this new cavern was sloped and wet. He grasped for anything to stop his fall, but continued sliding downward. After a few seconds, he
felt the earth disappear below him before landing on a small shelf. As he shook
off the impact of the fall, he realized there was someone beside him. Another
man, caked in mud, stared over Arman.
The man had the same horrendous smile as the pale man:
“Boy who falls may soon be dead,
Black-lips laughs and points to red”
“What?” Arman asked.
“Finds his father further down,
Where the Breath of Dragons sounds.”
“Who…who are you?”
“Son of a jackal without a den,
Will he see the light again?”
“Enough!” Arman shouted at the man. He crawled to the edge and looked
down, taking in the rest of the cavern. In the center of the room was something…
huge. Pale and fleshy, the mass in the center of the room was almost undefin-
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able. Arman had never seen anything like it. It was certainly alive, as it shook and
shifted slowly, but its flesh was like nothing he could compare it to. The creature—
if it could be called that—was immense, nearly as big as the house Arman lived
in. Arman noticed that as the beast moved back and forth, a sphincter-like opening
appeared in the pale flesh of the creature, spewing a black powder and oozing a
brown substance. Then Arman saw the men, four of them, armed with blades and
bags, racing around and onto the creature, each trying to reach the new opening in
the creature. Arman watched intently as the men made their way carefully across
the creature. Then, a scream brought Arman’s attention to the man closest to the
spouting hole. One leg had disappeared inside the creature, and he fought to pull it
out. His screams became more ragged, and the creature seemed to grow agitated,
shaking and twisting violently. Then the man went silent, his head lolling back.
Moments later he slid from the surface of the creature and onto the ground, one leg
severed from his body, as if it had melted away.
The remaining men leapt from the creature, unable to maintain balance
with the violent twisting; however, the creature had shifted in such a manner that
the newly opened hole was close to the ground. The man who made it to the hole
first began scraping the weeping substance from the hole and into his bag. The
man seemed familiar to the boy.
“Father!” Arman shouted as he took to sliding down to the cavern floor.
The man seemed to not hear him, but continued working. Once Arman
reached him, he grabbed the man’s arm.
“Father!” he shouted again.
The man turned and looked at the boy, pulling back from the boy’s grasp.
“Arman? Why are you here? You should not be in this place! Get out of
here!” The man grabbed Arman, dragging him away from the creature.
Arman tried to explain. “I know why you are here, father. I came because I
thought you were dead. I’m here to clear your debts.”
Tears began filling the man’s eyes. “This place is evil, Arman. Just being
here changes you. Surely you have seen this already. Everyone here was once a
man, but now…” His words trailed off for a moment. The man looked old, Arman
thought. Older than he should. It had only been a few days, and yet this place had
already changed his father.
“I almost have enough.” The man said. “I mean, I don’t know how much,
but I think I almost have what I need to pay what I owe.”
“Let us go now, father. Please. We shall give the man what you have, and
we will work out the rest later.”
“No. I must get more. Just a bit more. Do not look at me, son. Look at
the creature. We must find the holes. That is where the Breath of Dragons comes
from.”
Arman wanted to object, but there was something different and dangerous
in his father’s eyes.
“There!” his father pointed.
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A part of the creature seemed to cave inward, creating a hole that began
spewing a fine black powder. Then the brown liquid came. Arman’s father leapt
on the creature, reaching the hole in just a few strides.
This is it, Arman thought to himself. Once he gets back, we’re leaving.
Surely father has collected enough of the nasty substance to clear his name.
Arman’s father quickly finished scraping the substance into his bag and
began moving off the beast.
And then he was gone. It was if the beast had opened up to swallow him.
Only his arms, raised to their full height, extended out of the beast, writhing in
pain. Arman scrambled onto the beast, crawling over to his father’s arms. He
grasped them will all his strength and pulled, but the creature had him. Arman felt
his father’s arms tremble as the beast drew him deeper inside. Arman would not
give up, and he pulled his father’s arms with all his strength. Soon he felt his own
hand enter the beast, and a fierce burning sensation overpowered his ability to
grasp the now-limp hand. Arman pulled will the last of his strength and tumbled
backwards off the beast, his father’s satchel—the only thing that fell with him.
For a moment, Arman just sat there, satchel in hand. His father, who had
been right before his eyes a moment before, was now gone, completely consumed
by the monstrosity. Then, as if coming out of a trance, he felt the fierce burn of
his left hand. The skin had burned off and the tips of his fingers seemed…shorter
than they should be. Just looking at his hand nauseated him, and he nearly fainted
while wrapping it with a bit of his shirt. As soon as he had finished, he grabbed
the satchel with his good hand and turned to scramble up the embankment.
“The man inside is filled with flies,
But will the son see open skies?”
Arman ignored the taunts from the crazed man and continued to pull himself up the steep incline.
“Burns his hand and hits his head,
Shall the boy sleep with the dead?”
As soon as he made it to the top he dove through the hole and into the first
cavern, moving towards the iron door and the catacombs as fast as he could. He
heard maniacal laughter behind him—the black-lipped man—but did not stop to
light his torch, running straight into the catacombs. He pushed himself faster and
faster into darkness for what seemed like hours. Suddenly, his feet seemed to fly
ahead of him, and he fell, hitting his head on the cool stone floor of the halls of
the dead.

When Arman awoke, he could see stars. Somehow he had made it outside, though he couldn’t remember how. All he could feel was throbbing pain in
his hand and head. Instinctively, he reached for the package his father had given
him. It was gone from his bag, but in its place was a large purse and folded letter.
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Arman opened the leather bag and found it filled with the silver and copper coins of his city,
which glinted in the moonlight. It was more money than Arman had ever seen. Certainly
enough to keep his family fed for many months. He closed the purse and walked home as
quickly as his throbbing head would allow.
Both his mother and sister were asleep when he stepped through the front door. He
pulled the letter and purse from his bag and placed them on the table. After lighting a small
oil lamp he opened the letter, slowly working through the words he knew, and guessing at
the ones he didn’t:
Arman son of Naman,
You have done what your father could not, and I respect your
determination and will to succeed where he failed. With the package
you returned with your father’s debt to me has been repaid, and take
this money to care for your family. As I mentioned at our last meeting,
I always have need for resourceful people. If you ever find yourself in
need, you know where I conduct my business.
—your friend
After finishing the letter, he held the corner over the lamp, letting the flame grab the
corner of the paper before it spread across the entire letter, burning away any record of what
had happened over the past day and the promise of work. The night wind moaned and shook
the house while ashy remnants of the letter collapsed between Arman’s fingers and onto the
table, staining the rough surface black.

And that is the story I offer you today. It is but one story of many that can be heard
in the dens and alleys of Kasman. Perhaps you should stay awhile and listen to the other
stories than can be found written in the wall of this city. You can know them all for the price
of a Jackal.
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Henri
by Tyler Javier Brown

W

ith his shirt on and his boots tied, Henri was finally ready to
go down into town. This day was particularly exciting for the
boy because he had finally scrounged enough money from his
chores to make a visit to Perdu’s store for some sweets. On his way out of his
room, Henri straightened thebooks he had read after breakfast.
Walking out into the living room of their small home, Henri didn’t know
where his mother, Reneé had gone. Hearing the muffled clinking sounds of dishes underwater, Henri realized she had still not finished cleaning up after breakfast
- he had offered to help, but she insisted he go enjoy himself with his books.
“Mama,” Henri called out, “I’m going to go down to Perdu’s.”
“Hold on, dear,” Reneé called out from the kitchen.
Knowing that she would want to make sure everything with him was just
so, Henri climbed up onto one of their two dining chairs and made sure no hair
was out of place. Henri had always wondered why there wasn’t a third chair for
his father. However, whenever Henri brought this up, Reneé always had a way
of finding something else to talk about. Henri swore that he had memories of his
father, but in each one, he appeared different, leaving the boy unsure.
“Do you have your money?” Reneé asked as she wiped her hands on her
old tattered apron.
“Yes, Mama.”
“Put this on,” she said, “there’s a chill in the air today.”
She swung his jacket over his shoulders, tugging on each side to make sure they
were even. Taking his mother’s cue, Henri grabbed and put on his small eightpanel cap from the wooden peg in the wall next to the door.
“Is there anything I can grab from the store for you, Mama? I was just going to see what kind of candies Perdu has this mon-”
Henri stopped talking because he noticed his mother was no longer paying him any mind. Her head had swung around to look out the window.
“You cannot go.”
“What, Mama? But why?” asked Henri, looking out the window again.
There were some bulbous grey clouds on the horizon and the distant roll of thunder.
“My dear, please go back to your room or help me clean. But today, just
stay inside.”
Knowing he had no other choice, Henri returned to his room and shut his
door without making a sound.
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Back in his room, Henri hadn’t picked up a book - something unusual for him. He
had his mind set on going down to Perdu’s store and had already read enough after breakfast. So why was his mother acting so strangely? Henri thought on this as he took off his
jacket and cap to lay on his bed.
Looking back, Henri had noticed the adults in Colette acted strangely when a
storm was coming. Whenever the dark grey clouds could be seen, most parents kept their
kids inside with them.
Well, that’s just too bad, Henri thought to himself. I’m going down to Perdu’s to
get candy for myself and Mama.
Although Henri had never snuck out of the house before, he had talked to many
of the children at school that did so on a regular basis. From what he understood, the key
was to make it as if you were still in your room even though you weren’t. This, of course,
would be trickier considering Henri was sneaking out during the day and not at night.
Considering that Reneé was used to her son reading in his room constantly, Henri
used this to his advantage and realized his absence wouldn’t be noticed right away. With
that, Henri put his jacket and cap back on, hopped out of his window, and was on his way.

Sneaking around the outside of the house, Henri couldn’t shake a feeling of tension that had built up in his shoulders. He’d rarely gone against his mother’s word before,
so being outside now felt different than it had in the past. Everything had a haze of uncertainty and fear about it, briefly making the small French town that much more exciting.
When he’d snuck under the front window, he could still hear his mother doing dishes, so
he set off with confidence.
As Henri walked out of the yard, he looked down the hill onto Colette. Midway
down the patchwork brick road sat the old abandoned church, overgrown cemetery, and
even further sat Perdu’s down in the square. Henri always looked over the town and
prided himself on Colette; the pockmarks in the road, the collapsed bell tower, and the
new stonework on old buildings told him that he came from a place with history, one of
his favorite subjects. Henri once told his mother this but she couldn’t help but laugh at
him. After all, there was no way for Henri to fully understand Colette’s history considering he was only a babe during the war and no more than ten years old now.
Although Henri had only a vague knowledge of Colette’s occupation during the
war, he had come to enjoy the town the soldiers left behind. Reneé frequently found her
son on the outskirts of town, racing his cars back and forth over the ruts in the ground
that the tank had left - the ridges had been softened by weather and time, but they were
enough for small Henri to enjoy as an impromptu race track.
Henri set off down the winding brick road, enjoying the warm breeze on his legs
and purposefully stomping in the dirt-filled holes to see how much his small leathered feet
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could kick up. As he made his way to Perdu’s, Henri could see the old church coming up
on his left. Henri saw a warm beam of light reaching out of the top of the grey stone building as he neared it. The old bell that was once housed in the tower fell within the sanctuary and caught the sun this time of day, sending up a sort of spotlight that Henri always
found welcoming from the outside. However, going into the the broken structure was
never a question - mostly because Henri didn’t even let the thought of entering the dark
and rubbled ruin enter his mind. No, Henri was content with peeking at the old brass bell
spotted with bird droppings from afar; the metal behemoth was something to marvel at, a
forgotten colossus of a time gone by.
Although he had peeked in from time to time, curiosity had never brought him
closer than the crumbling doorway. No, only the older kids in Colette had enough courage
to go into the building. Henri had heard from some of them that the view from the back
of the church, which sat on a large dirt bench, provided a great overview of the sunset
over the countryside. Henri looked up once more , gazing up at the lonely stone fortress.
To make the church seem less menacing, Henri started to stamp and kick all of the weeds
in front - the least he could do was make the patch of sidewalk in front of the church look
cleaner.
Continuing on, Henri noticed that there were few other people out enjoying the
warm weather in Colette. It was a Sunday afternoon, which meant that most families in
the town were spending time together indoors, reading or listening to the radio. Knowing
how his mother reacted, the grey clouds had a hand in this as well. With Henri’s father
being absent, his mother wasn’t one to make a lot of time for her family. Instead, Reneé
mostly focused on keeping the house up and making ends meat from her job at the café in
the square.
Although the few people out didn’t garner much attention from Henri, he couldn’t
help but notice a sobbing sound coming from the cemetery next to the old church. Although it wasn’t as much of a ruin as the church, the cemetery of Colette was nothing
special. Gravestones could almost be seen sprouting up from the ground, except that
everything in the space was covered in twisting green vines. Peeking in, Henri could see
a middle-aged man kneeling next to an unknown gravestone, crying as he held flowers.
He couldn’t see who the man was, so Henri continued on, wondering about the man in the
graveyard.
Finally making it down to the square, Henri was relieved to see that Perdu’s was
still open; most of the shops were closed on Sundays, but Monsieur Perdu didn’t see the
point in closing to spend time with family. Ever since his wife died when the soldiers
came to Colette, he had taken to drinking wine and falling asleep in the afternoons. Many
whispered about how Monsieur and Madame Perdu were inside the church when the bell
tower collapsed - he had come out and she hadn’t. Many knew Perdu’s was open and
unlocked, but they didn’t want to bother dealing with the shopowner when he was drunk,
so many avoided the shop unless absolutely necessary. With Perdu’s being the only shop
open down on the square, all Henri passed as he walked over the cobblestones were empty
benches and the cracked, dry fountain.
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Perdu’s stood out from the rest of storefronts. While some had tried more vibrant
colors for their walls, trying to bring life back into Colette, Perdu’s was stuck in the past
with its wood-paneled shack look ; it was more the bare bones of a general store than a
whole one. Approaching the store, Henri looked up, admiring how the sunlight beamed
through the cloth awning outside the door.
As Henri pushed the door open, the loose pane of glass shook in the door frame
with a clunking and a small bell rung. The store had always been a mish-mash of things
the people of Colette needed. Stacked sacks of beans, rice, and grain sat underneath the
warped wooden shelves - Henri climbed on the rough canvas heaps whenever he came
here with his mother. The rest of the store was filled with canned, sometimes fresh, fruits
and vegetables, tools for around the house, and, of course, the candy Perdu kept on the
counter next to the register. Henri never knew what to expect from Perdu’s candy jar. This
month, however, i one of his favorite candies was in stock. Inside the large glass container
sat small wax-wrapped cubes - and inside those were Nougat de Montelimar. Henri had
loved the candies since he was little - the way the aroma from the honey in the nougat
filled his mouth and floated up to his nose, making everything smell sweetly, and the way
the almonds contrasted the chewiness with their solid crunch. Staring at the jar filled to the
brim, Henri had wanted to take as many as he could, even the whole jar. The only thing
that stopped him was what stopped the rest of the children in Colette - their pity and fear of
Monsieur Perdu.
Shaking him out of this candy-trance, loud rhythmic whomps hit the wooden floor
from the back room and were getting closer. Perdu emerged from the back room behind
the counter, his fake wooden leg the cause of the sudden noise. It was a well-known fact
in Colette that Monsieur Perdu had come back from the war before the last without his leg
- well-known, but too far back for most of the people in Colette to understand what was
being fought for. Henri thought he might have disturbed the man considering his stray grey
hairs that matched his beard, his half-tucked button-up with small pink specks of dried
wine, and the way his thick glasses sat off kilter. Thinking back, Henri realized this was
how Perdu appeared every other time he visited the man, and finally spoke up.
“Bonjour, Monsieur Perdu.”
“Henri,” said Perdu, nodding. “Where is your mother today?”
“Oh, she’s just at home. I’m here for myself today,” said Henri, his hands finding
his jacket pockets, looking prideful.
“Really now? And what could bring a young man such as yourself here on a Sunday?”
Henri pulled out two 10-franc coins and set them down on the counter with a thud.
Perdu stroked his beard and straightened his glasses, eyeing the two coins.
“And what would you like to do with those?”
“I would like to buy two candies, Monsieur Perdu,” said Henri, nodding toward the
jar. “I know that they are 10-francs each, and I would like two.”
“Well no need to go on about it, boy.”
With that, Perdu put two of the small waxen candies on the counter for Henri. Then,
pushing the two coins towards his open hand at the end of the counter, Perdu managed
to get one coin to fall into his hand, but let one slip through. It fell to the tile floor with a
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weak tink. Knowing he could help, Henri rushed to the end of the counter to see Perdu, his
one good leg bent, trying to get the small flat coin off of the tile.
“Monsiuer Perdu, do you need any-?”
“No! I’ve got this, boy.” His wooden leg was straight and awkward, not letting him
make a comfortable grasp of the franc.
“Are you sure?”
Body bent over and in a huff, Perdu angled his head up to face Henri with a curt,
“Oui.”
Since losing his wife, Perdu hadn’t had any help around the store and refused to
get any. After finally grabbing the coin, Perdu ushered Henri towards the door.
“Enjoy your candies. Say hello to your mother.”
“Wait,” Henri said, pushing back against Perdu’s hand between his shoulders.
“What is it now, Henri?”
He didn’t know how to bring it up, but the man in the cemetery had been on his
mind.
“It’s just that- well, I saw a man crying in the cemetery on my way here. I was
wondering if-”
“I knew anything about him? Grab a seat,” Perdu said, eyes down as he scratched
at his beard, disappearing to the back.
Henri moved some of the large canvas sacks out from underneath the shelves to
create seats for Perdu and him. He had no idea what Perdu would have to tell him. Finally,
the old man came back to the front of the store, plopping down with an almost full bottle
of wine.
“Your mother has told me that you’ve taken more of an interest in history than science lately?”
“Oui, monsieur.”
“Well, I have a story for you, boy. I’m sure you’re aware of the soldiers being here
before you were born?” Perdu asked, in between swigs of wine.
“Oui.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what every other adult in this town is afraid for the children to
know.”
Perdu’s eyes became glazed over, enthralled in the story he was about to tell
Henri. Likewise, Henri’s eyes and ears hung on every word that came out of the old man’s
mouth.
“When the soldiers first came to Colette, every window shuddered in their frames
while we all took shelter. My wife and I weren’t close to our home, so we took shelter in
the church. To have us know that fighting wasn’t an option, they had their tank, a beast
of a machine, shoot a round through the church’s bell tower, making it collapse onto the
sanctuary. The town and our faith was shaken, so we left it”
Perdu paused, taking three more gulps of wine.
“Crushing. That’s all I could feel at first, from all sides. Once I had finished
coughing up dust, I looked over to find that, through it all, I had held onto my wife’s
hand. I started to climb out of the rubble, holding her hand as I did so. But when I finally
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shrugged off the last of the crumbled stone, I let go of her hand to dig her out and- well,
her hand went limp. That’s how I lost her, my sweet Dorothée.”
Perdu paused, looking down and to the side, but not anywhere specific- just the
past. Henri didn’t know where to look, so he cast his gaze down to his boots.
“Now, I don’t know if I heard everything since my ears were still ringing, but that
night, the soldiers gathered us down here in the square. An officer explained how Colette
was the ideal place for their soldiers to be stationed; it was tucked away from a lot of the
fighting with all of the supplies needed for their troops to rest up and heal,” Perdu paused,
an angry look overtaking his soft eyes. “It was another four years until the troops left defeated once the war was over.”
A few more gulps, and Perdu went on to explain Colette’s occupation.
“As soldiers do when they occupy a place, many took advantage of the village’s
resources - be it taking food or other supplies without payment. Sometimess, they tookour
women too,” said Perdu, his words beginning to slur together.
“One day, one of the soldiers took a handful of Gougéres from the café, paying the
young woman working, Adrienne, no mind. Upset and fed up with the soldiers’ behavior,
the girl chased the soldier down to tell him what she really thought of them and their invasion. Although Adrienne returned to the café afterwards, she disappeared that night.”
“What happened to her?” asked Henri, more and more curious by the second.
“Lemme tell you, boy. It wassearly the next morning that we woke to a steady
downpour and the faint screams of a young woman just outside town. Naturally, those in
the square when Adrienne confronted the soldier had no question that it was her and word
quickly spread. Many whispered of how they must have beaten her and hurt her ‘only how
a man can hurt a woman,’” Perdu said, shaking his head.
“However, fearing what the soldiersmight do to them or their loved ones if they
helped her, everyone in Colette stayed inside, pretending she wasn’t out there calling for
them. For two days, Adrienne wasleftout in the rain, screaming forhelp that wouldn’t
come. Once the storm had passed, her cries for help ceased.”
Henri was speechless, his eyes wide.
“And that, boy, isss how we come to the man in the cemetery today,” Perdu said,
swinging his arms wide as the bottle clunked against a shelf.
“Youssee, the man in the cemetery was and issin many ways still the fiancé of Adrienne. Everyear on thissday, he visits her grave.”
Perdu started to nod off, the bottle barely being held on to as it sat between his legs.
“Monsieur? Monsieur Perdu?”
“Huh?” the old man snorted. “Um, wellyou musst go, boy. Beyoff. I’vve ssaid
toomuch.”
Perdu, red-faced and less composed than usual, got up and pushed Henri towards
the door, latching it behind the boy. As Henri turned away from the door, he could hear the
clinking of a new wine bottle off of the shelf as Perdu whomped his way to the back room.

Clasping the two candied cubes in his jacket pocket, Henri was ready to set off
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from Perdu’s. As he was about to walk out from the old cloth awning of the store, Henri
stopped in his tracks as a drop of water hit the ground in front of him and was absorbed
into the dirt. Hoping it was nothing more than leftover dew blown over from a tree across
the way, Henri began to walk out into the square. One more drop pattered down onto the
ground, and another splashed onto a cobblestone. A few seconds later, Colette was being
showered upon as Henri walked back underneath the awning, more unsure than superstitious.
Standing underneath the makeshift shelter, Henri thought about the superstitions
of the parents of Colette, what Perdu had told him, and chuckled. A cool breeze picked up
and blew past him and Henri heard the constant pittering of raindrops against stone. Henri
looked across the square at a tree whose leafy crown was being shaken by the wind - he
immediately identified with the stubborn oak and decided to stay underneath the awning
until the storm passed.
Over five minutes later, the rain hadn’t stopped as Henri had expected it might.
After awhile, water started to fill the crevices between each cobblestone, causing oncoming raindrops to splatter out, making the water jump back up towards the clouds. Being
trapped out in the rain for so long finally took its toll on Henri, and he couldn’t help but
think of all the stories that circulated between the children of Colette.
Many had said they had seen a woman out wandering the town on rainy days,
others had mentioned that she had even come up close to their windows on rainy nights,
rapping on their windows. Henri had never believed these stories, but the connection between what Perdu had told him and what some of the other children believed was enough
to make Henri second-guess going out in the rain now.
That moment’s hesitation was all the clouds needed to conjure up a full downpour
on the town, giving everything a soft misted look and cutting down Henri’s visibility. Off
in the distance, he could see some people running up the hill to their houses, but Henri
knew he was safe underneath Perdu’s awning, even if the old man had latched the door
and passed out.
Looking out, Henri could make out one more person who hadn’t made it back up
the hill to their home. He felt bad and wanted to call out, wanted to tell them that he had
plenty of room underneath the awning. That’s when Henri noticed that the figure wasn’t in
any rush for shelter, but was instead walking out in the storm.
At around twenty meters off, Henri could see that her silhouette was delicate, even
in the fuzziness of the rain. Henri could make out that she was wearing a skirt and had
long hair - the rain made her hair hang limp alongside her head. Her hands were mostly
down by her side, but her palms were turned out almost as if to catch the cold drops on her
hands. Worried for this lost woman, Henri reached out into the rain, wanting to call out,
his hand immediately getting hit by water.
Suddenly, the woman’s head turned toward Henri. His hand retracted back underneath the awning. Still, she walked slow and smooth, but now towards Henri. She was
coming towards Perdu’s awning, but now Henri wanted it all to himself -he didn’t want to
share it with her anymore.
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The rainfall increased and the cloth of the awning began to sag under the weight
of the water that pooled above Henri’s head. Looking around, Henri saw that the nearest
shelter was the old oak tree about ten meters away. Still, she approached.
With the ground becoming increasingly choked with water, the poles holding up
the awning began to sink. The woman was fifteen meters away now. Henri looked around
again, hoping that something, anything that could be used as shelter, would present itself
between the awning and the tree.
A slow creaking presented itself out of the din of the rain and Henri noticed the
wooden poles holding up the awning were beginning to bend from the pressure. Henri
looked up just in time for the awning to split in half from the weight, dumping water all
over him, washing his cap clean off his head.
Panicked, Henri ran for the tree, his small leather shoes splashing water along the
way. Halfway to the tree, he tripped on the cobbled road around the square, letting out a
small yelp. Looking over his shoulder, Henri saw that the woman was still walking towards
him and no longer towards Perdu’s.
Finally under the sprawling green shelter of the tree and doubled over, little Henri
tried to catch his breath. But this proved difficult as each draw of air seemed the scrape at
his insides, his chest tightening from the cold air he gulped down. Henri looked up and out
into the rain - the woman was standing ten meters away from him in the rain. Standing and
staring. What did she want with him? Henri was thankful that the tree, unlike the awning,
wouldn’t fail him.
The wind had other ideas as the leaves above shook loose all the water they were
holding, raining down on Henri under the branches. The wind kept shaking more water off
of the limbs, continuing to shower Henri, so he closed his eyes so water wouldn’t get in.
Wanting to get out of the wind-shaken water, Henri backed up towards the trunk.
As he stepped back, Henri noticed a wave of chills surge through his body, causing his skin to prickle. It wasn’t coarse bark that Henri felt against his back, but instead,
two soft columns - legs. Henri closed his eyes, hoping he was imagining whatever it was
that lay behind him. He looked down, afraid to look behind, and saw muddied white flats,
belonging to whomever stood behind him, between his shoes.
Letting out a scream, Henri ran out into the rain. He was near the road up the hill,
he knew that, so Henri pounded his small soaked feet into the ground, trying to get away.
The only place that presented itself between Henri’s home and the tree was the abandoned
church.
As soon as he got into the church, Henri ducked underneath a collapsed stone pillar
crawling over rubble and wheezing the entire way. Small wet drops that came in through
the collapsed tower, sending Henri scrambling over the rubble. Finally inside, Henri moved
to the edges of the sanctuary as the bell from the tower had crashed through the roof when
it fell. Looking back to the doorway from the sanctuary, Henri could make out the shadow
of his pursuer standing there, not moving.
Seeing this, Henri inched his way along the cold stone wall - the cool moisture
hanging in the air wasn’t helping him breathe. The large bell that he had admired before
shone under the rain that fell through the destroyed roof. Rain had washed away much of
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the bird droppings, the clouded water running off to reveal the shining metal underneath.
Henri couldn’t help but be entranced by this.
With a flash, a bolt of lightning connected with the wet metal, lighting up the
abandoned sanctuary with daylight and blinding Henri. The boy collapsed from the scare.
Static flutters filled the blackness beneath his lids as Henri rubbed his eyes.
When Henri opened his eyes, the woman stood in the center of the room by the
now steaming bell. Although wet with limp hair and muddied clothes, she was beautiful.
Underneath her dirty sherbet dress was pearly white skin that shone almost incandescently
from the heated bell.
The woman looked right into Henri’s eyes and he couldn’t look away. Unsure of
what to do, Henri just squeezed the small waxen candies in his jacket pocket.
“Adrienne?” Henri whispered.
The large stones underneath Henri’s feet started to shift as thunder roared above.
Everything was now shaking and Henri held out his arms trying to find balance as the
ground beneath him wobbled and moved apart. Henri fell with a hard thud against the
stone floor.

Small cold pins - that’s what brought Henri out of the swirling blackness. The
bits of cold hit his face and Henri opened his eyes. As soon as he did, a drop of water fell
into his right eye, making him flinch and rub at it. He was looking skyward, that much he
knew, but where had the church gone?
The heaps of grey stone that made the church lay all around Henri, sticking out of
and stuck in mounds of mud. Rain ran down the bits of stone columns that stuck out of the
rubble. Henri tried to move his legs, but couldn’t. The shining brass bell had pinned him
against the wall when the ground shifted, leaving Henri between the bell and rubble.
He tried to move the bell, tried to pull his legs out from underneath the metal mass,
but none of it did any good. Panicking, Henri looked around what used to be the crumbling church for the woman, but couldn’t see her anywhere. Henri closed his eyes, letting
the rain douse his face, convinced he had just scared himself before.
Henri opened his eyes and there she was. She still appeared soaked, her eyes staring blankly at him, her brows furrowed with a look of anger and sadness. As she neared
the boy, he felt waves of chills go over his body.
Henri sat, breathing faster and faster, unable to move as Adrienne leaned in. Her
body seemed to fade into the bell.
Lightning flashed above, but she no longer seemed beautiful like before. Now, the
light flashed and Henri could see right through her. With every flash, Henri could see, the
cavernous black space behind her eyes, and the wounds the soldiers left her.
Choking on his own breaths, Henri looked into the eyes of the woman - he didn’t
have a choice. In and out, in and out, wheezing the whole time. She was inches away. In
and out, in and out.
This close, Henri was hypnotized by the endless black pits where the woman’s
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eyes used to be. Henri wondered why his mother hadn’t told him anything, why nobody
had helped Adrienne.
The blackness took him.
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