


Dilemma 
Rittika Pandey 

 

Oh, how to haiku; 
I write one, or maybe two— 

Five, seven, five, done. 





Light 
Bahar Sahami 
 

A sharp ray 
Fades to a dimming glow 
As the last of the tsunami waves sway; 
The less I feel, 
The more I know; 
But there you are, 
My beacon of light, 
The one I stashed away.  
 
The one I prayed out of my sight 
Is nestled at the bay— 
It is beautiful 
Yet dangerous, 
The way it shines so bright; 
I remember how it’d fill my heart 
With the utmost joy and delight, 
Its golden glow 
So warm and kind, 
I’d smile and blush content. 
 
But now its harsh beams will sting and cut  
With unexpected vehemence; 
Out of fear 
I steer clear, 
To evade its piercing burn. 
But under it all 
My stomach will churn— 
I feel like I could fall. 
I tell myself 
I’m better off after all; 
In reality 
The island is cold, 
A morbid and dreary sight; 
I wander hopelessly, sick guts tenfold 
Without my precious light, 
Unspeakable desire. 
 
Impulsively I turn back round, 
Following the cautious and weary path 
To my lovely gleaming light, 
Only to be greeted 
By a sight, 
Of broken shards of glass. 

The Raven 
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A Single Acorn 
Anonymous 
 

A poisoned oak, chopped to the root, 

Its whispered wisdom silenced by the axe of some misgiving brute; 

The stench of loss’s perfume did on its trunk dwell, 

As its dense, leafed shoulders concaved and fell. 

 

Slowly, a single acorn slipped away as a final tear, 

And ever so gently a sapling did appear; 

So high its branches fumbled, groping for stars, 

Never to forsake its old ghastly scars. 
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"The cross-bearers request a meeting 
again," Khalya said. "They hope you will hear 
their proposal."  

Dhrasthra laughed. "I've heard enough 
from them. Tell them to be gone."  

The cross-bearers were a plague, pale 
men dressed in robes, carrying with them 
books written in a strange script. Unlike the 
alphabet of Dhrasthra’s people, the characters 
that filled those books were separated, not 
connected, such that it was almost impossible 
to tell where one word ended and the next 
began. Even weirder, each letter seemed to 
have both a large form and a small form, es-
sentially doubling the size of the robed men’s 
alphabet. How queer! Dhrasthra thought. 

They came, spreading odd beliefs of a 
bastardized Ishvara who lived in the clouds 
and ordered his children to follow his laws. 
Their God, they said, would give them gifts 
and blessings that were exclusive to their holy 
lands, beautiful rainbow tiles and songs of 
hope. And the young, they fell for the sweet 
words easily. The words of their strange 
books were so much easier to follow than the 
ancient customs of hard work and justice. In 
my father's day, men like this were known as 
heretics.  

But those days were gone now. When the 
robed men first arrived, Dhrasthra paid them 
little heed. Men often walked in from foreign 
lands to trade and to barter, sharing their 
strange little customs along the way. But 
Dhrasthra had misunderstood these men's 
motives. Yes, they traded their gold for salt 
and silk and spices, but that was far from the 
true reason they had come.  

Their true reason, Dhrasthra knew, was 
to usurp the throne. They spread their beliefs 

to replace those most integral to society, to 
build distrust and hatred between the people, 
and most importantly, to paint those who 
held most closely to their dharma as villains.  

A youth walked into the chambers. Like 
his father and mother, Arju had dark blue-
black hair and light brown skin.  

"Mother, I want to learn archery but 
Dhrona won't teach me! He says I'm too 
young!" 

Smiling, Khalya stroked her son's long 
hair. "Beta, your teacher is right. You must 
learn how to be a good king and a just ruler 
before you pick up the bow." 

"Listen to your mother," Dhrasthra add-
ed. "Law and history are most important for 
a king. Knowledge of warfare is second-
ary.” 

 "But history is boring!" Arju 
protested. His father's firm 
gaze did not relent, howev-
er, and, pouting, Arju dawdled 
off to the palace library. 

Dhrasthra sighed. In truth, he was 
glad Arju was still interested in ar-
chery. He did not know how long 
that would last. The cross-
bearers held weapons of 
their own, cylindrical 
tubes that held extraor-
dinary power. Their 
projectiles were 
small and 
round, 
unlike the 
pointed 
arrows 
used by 
Dhrasthra's 
archers, 
yet they 
flew at blinding speed and penetrated the 
flesh of the strongest elephants. The robed 
men had not aimed their weapons at 
Dhrasthra's people yet, but there was no 
guarantee they would not do so in the future. 

As if reading his mind, Khalya said, "The 
bow will be useless by the time Arju comes of 
age. It is an old weapon, one of our fathers' 
time. Messengers tell me that the kingdom of 
Mysore has adopted rockets from the French. 

It would be wise to learn about the creation of 
firearms from the pale men, in case we go to 
war." 

With Mysore, or the British? Dhrasthra 
thought. But instead, he scolded her. "Know 
your place, Khalya. Diplomacy and warfare is 
a man's domain, one in which you needn't 
concern yourself. Perform your duties as you 
should and leave the ruling to me." 

Khalya shook her head. "Forgive me, 
Raajah, but I know you too well. You would 
never admit any weakness in our kingdom. 
But the truth— the truth is that we need the 

cooperation of the foreigners if 
we are to remain in power. 
Tradition is not as powerful 

as you would believe it 
to be. The pale 
men spread 

their teachings, 
and in time the 

lower castes will 
revolt if they believe 
that the dharma of the 
cross will lead to a 

better life than the 
dharma of Brah-

ma. It would be 
better to receive the 
aid of the foreigners 
and—" 
"Never!" Dhrasthra 
grabbed his wife by 

the shoulders 
and glared in 

her eyes with 
fury. "What you 
speak, woman, 
is madness! I 

would rather 
die than work with 

those filthy cro—"  
He looked down, wide-eyed. Knife. Blood. 

That damned woman. 
She looked at him.  
Was that a smile, or a frown?  
"It was for Arju," she whispered. Then 

everything was dark.  

CROSS-
BEARERS 
A short story by Karan Shukla 
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I should have known this would have 

happened eventually. Nothing this flawless 

could last forever–I deeply sigh within my 

hollow core, breathless and elegant— 

My pride, my passion, now lies shattered 

in shambles. My reed fractured as my broken 

heart. 

Even now, I cannot bring myself to accept 

that which put me to shame, made my (or 

what I thought to be) never ending glory 

count for nothing. All because of that one 

piece of wood. It is them I have to blame. 

(Endless nights playing, my radiance illumi-

nating their dull sheens.) Selfish instruments, 

they do not deserve to be near my brilliance. 

My keys deserve to shine more than theirs.  

I should say I wish you (him) all the best. 

My bandmates, my loyal companions. I re-

member the days when you, cello, could hard-

ly tune a note without my assistance. Still, the 

b-Flat. And you, trombone, your eagerness 

like a puppy’s. I warn you–do not rush for the 

newbies. None are so gracious as I am. And 

trumpet–oh poor trumpet–I will miss you so. 

Your notes buzzing like bees (wasps, non-

sense) through the air, your proud fortissimo 

deafening all those lucky enough to hear it. 

Overpowering the band you now may call 

“your own.” 

Don’t think I am done just yet. Oh heav-

ens no. I have a deluge of “commentary” left 

in me, and deserved comments at that too, 

considering that these imbeciles ruined my 

performance. And not just that. My career. 

My life. I cannot believe their jealousy of my 
perfection would drive them to commit such 

diabolical acts. 

Not that I would not be jealous of me, too

–I am a humble enough woodwind to recog-

nize that everyone wants to be the star (such 

as me). The endless tours, the glittering lights, 

the screams of adoration. I do believe that you 

will be hearing more squeaking than scream-

ing these days, unfortunately. What a loss for 

the world of music.  Poor clarinet never broke 

the habit, did she? And that oboe never 

learned to play a single note in tune did it? 

That blasted snare drum didn’t exactly “rock” 

the beat, either. And now let’s not forget the 

other saxes who thought they could rise to my 

level. What fools they made of themselves, 

suffocating in shame as they fell to their knees 

to praise me and beg for my approval; when 

that was not given, they begged for my for-

giveness for challenging me. Did they truly 

think I was that gullible? I was more mature 

than them, might I say so myself. I never felt 

(nor feel) the need to prove myself. I simply 

was (am) the BEST. Even now, after the em-

barrassment and humiliation they’ve put me 

through, I hold my neck higher than theirs. 

But it is I who must pay the price and 
relinquish my talent, forsake my spotlight. 
The world will suffer the truest loss when I lay 
myself on the ground, never to get back up 
again. Never to play another note. Never to 
breathe the beauty of the spotlight. I will nev-
er look back. My jazzy days are over.  

And the World Will 
Mourn My Magnificence 

A Saxophone’s Lament 
A short memoir by Amynah Pirani and Sloan Simmons 
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A Gardener’s Rant 
Jocelyn Oats 
 

Everyone has their season– 
Fruit are just the same; 
Their prime was reached a week ago, 
Their pinnacle of fame. 
 

It seems their fate has shifted now– 
They’ve turned another way; 
Yes, I’m quite sure they’re headed south, 
All because decay. 
 

Their vibrant plumage transforms, I watch 
Their brilliant colors fade; 
The sweet aroma turns grotesque, 
A quick demise at bay. 
 

They kick the bucket with violent vigor and soon I know, at last: 
Toil in the garden amounts to little when your work lies in the trash.  

Phantasm 
Rittika Pandey 
  

A pencil lays slack, 
No intent nor volition.  
Eyes glazed, mind far-gone.  

Obligation 
Imaan Fathima 
 

Spread love with smiles. 
The world will always need it, 
Even if you don't. 
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Many moons had passed since I had last 
brushed my teeth, though not due to lack of 
effort. Many attempted crusades to the Sink 
of Destiny had been launched recently in the 
name of holiness and hygiene, but each and 
every attempt had been thwarted by my Arch 
Nemesis: the evil wizard Momicar—  

Wait. You don’t know who that is, do 
you? That’s okay. The labors of a knight are 
often in vain. I shall start from the beginning 
of our rivalry, then.  

There was a time when Momicar and I 
were the best friends ever. This was back dur-
ing the Great When-Everything-Was-
Awesome Era. She would tell me tales of 
brave warriors—such as myself—and drag-
ons and sorcerers— 

If that’s how you spell that. I think it’s 
right.  

She sparred with me during my warrior’s 
training, which was nice, even though she was 
a simple foe to vanquish. She would use her 
powers to conjure ancient, mystical objects 
like Transformers action figures and Lite Brite 
and she would give them to me when she 
went away.  

But one day she banished the ancient 
Transformers and Lite Brite to the Shadow 
Realm of the Pawn Shop in exchange for 
about $10 in cash. She did this because she 
was evil. She was evil because Dadicus was 
gone— 

You don’t know who that is either. Do 
not fear, simple peasant! I’ll explain.  

Dadicus was the source of Momicar’s 
happiness. When he was around she didn’t 
frown, and she even laughed. She doesn’t 
laugh anymore. She just kind of coughs. But 
that’s because she’s evil. If Dadicus was still 
here, he would make sure she never coughed. 
But he’s not. He just didn’t come home one 
day. Momicar was worried at first. Then she 
became quiet over time. Now she’s just always 
sleepy. She stole me and locked us away in a 

cramped tower and won’t even let me brush 
my teeth. Tonight, though, I make a break for 
it. Let her come I say! She’ll taste the edge of 
my sword! If she gets in my way, I won’t hold 
back. 

Well that went surprisingly well. 
Momicar is dead and my teeth are clean. Just 
kidding. She’s fine. But not due to any fault in 
my ability as a brave warrior. You see, I was 
on my way to lay siege to Bathroom Keep 
when suddenly, who else appears but the evil 
sorceress Momicar. As she rose from the mist, 
claws sharpened and teeth bared, I thought to 
myself “It’s go-time, Momicar. You’ve met 
your match.” 

“What are you doing up so late, sweetie?” 
She snarled through her blood stained lips, 
“You know you can’t use water willy-nilly like 
that. You’ll run up the bill.” This brought my 
blood to a boil. My tongue lashed out at her 
without warning before I could think to re-
gain control of it.  

“But why?!” I shouted. Clearly nowhere 
was safe from my catharsis. “You never play 
with me anymore, you’re always working or 
on the computer doing grownup-ey ‘form 
stuff’ and when you’re not doing those things 
you’re drinking that bad tasting apple-juice 
that makes you sleepy and just frowning all 
day and I hate it! You used to be fun.”  

Maybe I had gone too far. My words 
wounded her. She was sure to topple like that 
fat person I harpooned at the pool that one 
time. I was about to slay her, but still, I wasn’t 
happy about it. Why?  

As I wondered why I wasn’t then deciding 
where to hold the banquet in honor of my 
victory, that was when Momicar did some-
thing unexpected—she tried to strangle my 
spine. Her arms wrapped around me, and she 
held on for dear life. Was she placing a voo-
doo hex on me? My eyes began to leak. So 
obviously this was some kind of spell. Or at 
least that’s what I had assumed until I found 

that Momicar’s eyes had sprung the same leak 
in the same way. Suddenly, I was just con-
fused.  

“If she’s trying to strangle me, she’s not 
doing it right,” I decided. Then, I heard her 
say in a shaky voice, “I’m so sorry, sweetie. I 
really do love you. So much. I don’t mean to 
ignore you. Mommy just has a lot of things 
she has to deal with right now. Remember 
how happy we used to be? We’ll be like that 
again someday soon, and I’m trying to make it 
that way as quickly as possible. Do you under-
stand?”  

I could only nod my head in agreement.  
“Of course I understand, you wench! How 

dare you make my eyeballs leak! Warriors 
don’t cry! That’s like a rule!” I thought to my-
self. I wasn’t mad at her but I really wanted to 
be.  All of this was starting to make too much 
sense now. Momicar was sad and she didn’t 
want to be evil after all. I racked my brain to 
summarize the sudden epiphany that had 
come to me just then. After I had thoroughly 
sorted through my emotions I knew what I 
had to say.  

“Okay” I hiccupped out in between what 
totally weren’t tears, “Can I brush my teeth 
now, please?” Momicar’s smile shined through 
the tears and she even giggled a bit. 

“Okay honey, but make it count. And just 
go easy on the water, okay?” 

“Okay.” I agreed to her terms and we 
made peace.   

She smiled again. “Okay. I love you, you 
remember that. You’ll always be my little 
knight.” 

Well I’m not little but whatever keeps the 
peace. Then, after a kiss—presumably for 
good luck—I did what I had set out to do. For 
the first time in many moons, I brushed my 
teeth.  

A short story by Everett Moore 
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The dark clouds loomed above him. He 
stared blankly at the sky, unable to compre-
hend the reason why he was here. What was 
going on? Who was he? Where was he?  

Turning around, he got a look at his sur-
roundings and tried soaking in his environ-
ment. He was in the middle of a desert. The 
wind coursed through his body, sending a 
shiver up his spine even though it was fairly 
warm outside.  

Suddenly one word popped into 
his head: Max. Was that his name? He 
forced his mind to keep trying to fig-
ure out what that word meant. He at 
least knew that Max had to be a name. 
And he promised himself that he 
would not let that name go.  

Unable to figure out what else to 
do, he decided to give it to himself. 
“I’m Max,” he said out loud. “I’m Max. 
Max.” Finally, after knowing at least 
something about himself, Max set off 
in some direction, anywhere was bet-
ter than where he was now.  

As he continued his trek, the dark 
clouds above him swirled together, creating 
what looked like cotton candy. The only 
amount of light disappeared, eaten up into 
those clouds. Max looked up, fearful of their 
potential. 

“What in the world?” he asked aloud. It 
was somehow reassuring to know his voice. 
The more he heard it, the more he knew that 
he existed, and wasn’t some strange abomina-
tion.  

“Doesn’t matter now, Max. Just keep 
walking. The faster you find a way out, the 
faster you can figure out who you really are.” 
Hope bloomed in his chest, sending sparks of 
adrenaline through his veins. And without 
realizing it, he was suddenly fully aware of his 
surroundings: each grain of the course sand, 
each tendril of the clouds above him, and even 

the dust that bellowed out miles ahead of him. 
And just as suddenly as the adrenaline 

overcame him, it was replaced with the sud-
den dread he had opened his eyes to. Was he 
going to get out of this? Does anyone know 
about him? Will he even survive?  

“No, no. Focus, Max. Focus.” As much as 
he willed his mind to focus on the matter at 
hand, he couldn’t help the wandering 
thoughts that flowed aimlessly through his 
head. 

And suddenly the ground wasn’t dusty. 
Max looked down, startled. The dirt became a 
road. Max looked behind him and was even 
more startled that the desert had disappeared, 
replaced with asphalt and trees.  

Max’s heart thumped hard against his 
ribcage. His ears pounded in sync with his 
heart, and his head swam with sudden nausea. 
Unable to hold it down, Max quickly fell to his 
knees and emptied his stomach. He was sur-

prised to find anything in him in the first 
place.  

He sat there for a minute; letting whatev-
er reality he was in to sink in. It made no 
sense. Was he hallucinating? There was no 
possible way he could be in the desert and 
then suddenly plopped into the middle of an 
empty street.  

Max looked up and was surprised to see 
the same clouds he had seen in the other bi-
ome. Except now, these clouds seemed angri-
er, because lightning began to crackle on the 
horizon. 

He wasn’t stupid. He knew that he had to 
find shelter. He knew that if that lightning 
bolt happened to hit him, whatever was left of 
him would he forever imprinted onto the as-
phalt.  

And as if by coincidence, a lightning bolt 
darted from the air and zapped the area five 
feet in front of him. Max fell back from the 
force, and laid on his back in daze. His ears 
were ringing and he felt the hairs on his body 
stand on edge. His vision blurred as the bolt 
disappeared. 

But it wouldn’t end there. 
Max mustered up his strength and 

hopped to his feet. Bolting to the protection 
of the trees, Max willed his legs to keep 
pumping and for his brain to stop screaming, 
“you’re gonna die!”  

With one last effort, Max threw himself at 
the trees, and instead of hitting soft grass and 
dirt; he hit something cold and solid.  

When he opened his eyes, all he could see 
was white. White came from every direction, 
and even though it was beautiful, Max could-
n’t help but feel extremely helpless.  

“What is going on?” he tried to ask but 
found his voice caught in the power-
ful arctic wind. The howling wind 
whirled around him, throwing his 
hair in every direction. His simple 
clothing seemed unable to prevent 
the icy breeze from coursing 
through his body. And so without 
any other idea in mind, he wrapped 
his arms tightly around his chest. He 
looked up, squinting through the 
blizzard that began around him. And 
to his disbelief, a dark figure loomed 
ahead of him. 
Hope couldn’t have felt better. 
Running towards it, he began to 

wave his arms above his head desperately. 
“Hey!” he shouted loudly, almost manically. 
“Hey! Over here!” The figure turned, and 
paused. Max almost cried in joy. 

When he reached the figure he saw it was 
a girl. She was outfitted in the thickest outfit 
possible. The fluffy white jacket and thick 
white gloves seemed to keep the storm out of 
her way. Her loose brown hair sprung from 
inside her thick fur hood, flapping aimlessly in 
the wind. But her bright blue eyes looked at 
him in alarm. 

“I— I—” Max didn’t know what to say. 
The amount of relief he felt was almost over-
whelming. In fact, the cold didn’t register any-
more.  

“Max, you are in danger,” the girl said 
loudly.  

Super 
Soldier 

A short story by Saranya Kari 
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He stared at her blankly. How did she 
know his name? Max felt her hands squeeze 
his arms.  

“Max! Listen to me! You are being ob-
served! Escape them! Don’t let them do this to 
you! Max! Max do you—” Her body shim-
mered and disappeared. 

It happened so quickly that Max didn’t 
know what to do. He didn’t even register that 
his bare arms were now getting red, his fin-
gers were beginning to blue, and blisters were 
forming on his lips. He didn’t even realize that 
the clouds above him were those same clouds 
that were there before in his other realities, or 
that the clouds were watching him. 

But just as he was about to collapse, the 
scenery changed.  

The jungle.  
So this was all a lie. Someone was manip-

ulating his world, his mind. He wasn’t going 
crazy. But someone crazy was doing this to 
him. But that girl. She said to fight it she said 
to escape them.  

His jaw suddenly clenched, determination 
flooding him. Even if he just met the girl, and 
she could be lying, he knew what she said was 
right. He might not know what was going on. 

He might not know who he was, but that did-
n’t mean that he wouldn’t be able to resist the 
controller.  

Glancing up at the following clouds, Max 
could’ve sworn that he saw a small lens look-
ing at him through the center of that swirling 
mass. He looked at it, a smile tugging at his 
lips. Raising an eyebrow he said, “Bring it on.”  

But he didn’t have a chance to get a re-
sponse.  

Suddenly everything around him shim-
mered, fading away like someone who was 
waking up from a dream. Everything van-
ished, revealing a small white room with one 
large mirror directly in front of him. But Max 
knew better, there was someone watching 
him behind that mirror.  

Max was still groggy from what had hap-
pened to him. But, he looked directly back at 
the observers from behind that two way mir-
ror. His eyes bored straight into theirs. The 
game was over, and he wanted answers. 

An invisible door opened to the left of the 
mirror. A broad shouldered man walked into 
the room, his hands behind his back. He was 
easily six feet tall. He looked like a massive 
boulder, with the most expensive and cleanly 

pressed uniform. His muscles seemed too big 
for his uniform, but the soldier didn’t seem to 
mind the temporary discomfort.  

“Hello Max.” He said. His voice was rough 
yet smooth, but there was no kindness that 
lurked through each word. The man’s black, 
soulless eyes seemed to look right into Max’s 
soul and seemed to seek out all his secrets.  
Max stood straighter, even though he was a 
head shorter than the man in front of him.  

“Who are you? Where am I? What is this 
place?” Max asked. There were many more 
questions that he wanted answers to, but he 
knew well enough that the man before him 
didn’t have much patience. So he waited as 
his fingers dug into the soft flesh in his palm. 
Max was nervous, but that wasn’t going to 
stop him.  

The man looked at him, almost amused. 
“I’m General Clad. And you are in the Top 
Secret training facility, Max, and you passed 
the most rigorous mind test that ever existed 
on the face of this planet. And you are now a 
Super Soldier.”  

And without even thinking, Max’s mind 
spoke for him. “It’s an honor, sir.”  

College 
Rittika Pandey 
 

People that ask are shallow– 
I do not want to go. 

Concealed 
Sarah Kim 
 

She was an average girl, 
Who wasn’t as happy as she seemed; 
Her heart was broken, her friends all lied, 
And she had a low self-esteem. 
 
At school she just smiles, 
And acts like she is fine, 
So no one has a clue 
About the war that’s in her mind. 
 
At home when she’s alone, 
She cries silently during the night; 
People notice she’s different, 
But she lies and says, “I’m alright.” 
 
People conceal their misery, 
So just smile and be kind. 
A simple act of kindness 
Could save somebody’s life. 
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In silence, they walked. For days, they 
walked. The man’s attempts to make small 
talk, to get to know the girl, were met with 
confused and reproaching glances. After the 
first day he had almost entirely given up, sav-
ing the struggle for dinner. After almost a 
week of trudging through 
the frozen roads, he finally 
managed to break the ice. 

“So what’s your 
name?” 

She looked up at him 
with the same expression, 
disdain mixed with dis-
comfort, but this time she 
spoke. “Diana.” 

He stared at her in 
shock, taking a moment to 
process what he heard. 
“Really?” 

“You got your an-
swer.” She returned to skinning a rabbit she 
had caught along the walk, the fire casting 
strange shadows on her face, painting her 
with its dance. 

“What made you decide to answer?” 
“What made you ask?” 

He shrugged. “I told you I wanted some-
one to talk to.” 

“Exactly.” 
“But after this long you finally decided to 

talk?” 
“I had to see.” 
“See what?” 
“If I could trust you.” 
The man leaned back, laughing heartily 

toward the sky. “Me? If you could trust me? 
You’re the one who almost killed me!” 

“I’m also the one who asked to come 
along. How was I supposed to know if you 
were really a good guy?” 

The man cringed. She had reason to 
doubt him, as he had doubted himself plenty 
in the past. Everyone started out as a good 
guy–after all, what was good if not approval 
of one’s own actions? It had been a long time 
before he learned of other schools of thought, 
and how they adapted to this world. New defi-
nitions of “right” and “just.” Definitions that 
defied what he himself believed. He decided to 
ignore the girl’s question, afraid to ask it of 
himself anyway. 

Diana watched him carefully in his si-
lence. “And yours?” 

He blinked up at her. “My what?” 
“Your name.” 
“Call me Michael.” He smiled warmly at 

her. 

“What a boring name.” She returned her 
focus to the rabbit, cutting it and preparing to 
cook it. 

Michael looked at her in confusion, his 
attempt at a comeback interrupted by a snap-
ping branch not far from them. He immedi-

ately stood up, gun in hand, tracing the shad-
ows. A silhouette caught his attention, hands 
up in a sign of peace. A man’s voice called out 
to them. “Easy there, Mike, I don’t mean trou-
ble.” 

He pulled back the hammer of his revolv-
er, faltering slightly. “I’m just making so many 
friends lately, aren’t I?” 

“Exactly,” the voice called out again, “I’m 
a friend. Don’t shoot.” 

“Says who?”  
He stepped into the light, and Michael 

paled. The figure’s sleeves had rolled down 
slightly when he lifted his arms, exposing a 
tattooed barcode on his left wrist. His face 
was concealed by a hood, save for the sly grin 
of the cat cornering the mouse. 

Mike ducked to narrowly avoid an arc of 
blue light, electricity conducted from the fig-
ure’s fingertip. A biologically tampered-with 
Subject, given inhuman strength and abilities. 
They were released into the world amidst a 
terrible war, their assault finishing the job. 
They annihilated most of the global popula-
tion, leaving the world in this ruin. Different 
breeds were made with different powers, and 
the pair had just the luck to encounter the 
most lethal. 

The figure stepped past Michael, firing 
bolts into the treeline after Diana, who had 
melted into the shadows. Michael raised his 

gun and fired it 
square at the Sub-
ject’s back, sending it 
onto the floor. He 
took the opportunity 
to find his footing, 
and found his attack-
er doing the same, 
protected by its ar-
mored jacket. It 
raised its arm to fire 
off another bolt but a 
brick flew from be-
tween the trees and 
toward the figure’s 

head. The blow knocked it off of its mark just 
moments before another bolt went flying, this 
one making contact with Michael’s right 
shoulder. His fingers spasmed at the end of 
the wounded arm, and he barely caught the 
gun in his off-hand. He scowled through the 
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pain, crossing to the still-reeling Subject and 
finding the chink in its armor. 

With a grunt, he dispatched the Subject. 
Diana came back into the light of the fire, 

standing timidly by Michael’s side. He 
crouched, breathing heavily, and set the gun 
down on the floor. After a few moments of 
silence, she sat in the snow beside him, now 
speckled with red. “I like Mike. It’s not as bor-
ing.” 

He chuckled slightly, rolling back to lie 
spread-eagle on the ground. “Mike then, huh? 
I guess that one works just as well, too.” He 
glanced over just in time to catch the girl 
smiling at him, before she turned around to 

return to the fire. “That was some quick 
thinking, with the brick. Where’d you find it?” 

“I brought it.” 
“You brought it? You’ve been carrying it 

all this time?” 
“Yes. It’s from my house.” She started to 

sweep dirt over their fire, snuffing it out and 
removing any traces that they were there. 
“There will be more.” 

Michael groaned, standing back up and 
crossing to the body. He rolled the left sleeve 
up a bit farther, inspecting the tattoo. Be-
neath the barcode there would typically have 
been a single word, the squad identification, 
but this one’s was bare. “Probably not many, 

he’s a lone wolf.” 
She stood and shouldered her backpack, 

picking up a makeshift spear that she had 
bought along. “I know where we are. There 
will be more.” 

He looked at her thoughtfully. “Do you 
still want to know where we’re going?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t really care. 
Let’s just get back to walking, before the oth-
ers find us.”  

 

To be continued... 

Other People  
Rittika Pandey 
 

I woke up to see I’m still young.  
The space between my eyes and uncut fingernails glow,  
Books scatter the floor in hopes of being done–   
That’s a kind idea, but the results would differ to show.  
Boys with messy hair and stained t-shirts, 
Girls with novice makeup and crooked teeth, 
Mascara stains that speak tales of how love hurts, 
And empty text messages in the phones of all I meet.  
The choice to be oblivious, and the privilege of being naïve, 
The smell of pessimism and youth are easy to breathe. 
‘Grow up’ is a simple phrase to say,  
But once one abides, there is no other way. 

Awaken 
Imaan Fathima 
  

I'm falling down a deep hollow 
Dark, unknown, a ditch inside— 
This thing called a bond, what is it? 
  

If it's as snow melts to water, 
Or pollen succumbs to honey, 
How is it? 
  

Is it something death shares with a grave, 
Or wind with the seasons,  
And predator with its prey? 
  

A bond is something that makes me feel– 
Even if I'm hurt,  
Even if I'm betrayed, 
No matter how many times I fall,  
I'll get back up and forget the scar. 

The fact that you've given me  
A hand  
Is what made you a 
True friend. 
  

You let me believe  
That a bond isn't useless, 
And made me grow up 
Within the dark, fearless. 
  

So as I wake up, 
From that unknown deep hollow, 
I realize this bond is what kept me  
Living through tomorrow.  
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Lion or Tiger 
Amanda Miller 
 

A lion or a tiger? 
 
Humiliation, confrontation, power on the move, 
Each one judging another’s character; 
Boils down to: Who will rule? 
A society that’s becoming altered— 
The lion or the tiger? 
 
Flushed face, not a trace of any logical excuse 
For letting down the only hope that survived 
In the hearts of those innocent, now strangled by a noose; 
But with those shattered hopes, whose decrees thrive? 
The champion’s or the outcast’s? 
 
Dark skies, piercing eyes, ready for a fight, 
A final battle to end the nonsense and the questions, 
Fear of rejection or bearing the last bite,  
Resulting in psychological walls, but also outward destruction, 
From the prince or the monster? 
 
Sharpened teeth prepared to aim the pointed words, 
To give the ultimate blow to any threatening ego, 
But also bloody and hard-held swords, 
To penetrate any remaining competitor by a show— 
The dragon or the slayer? 
 
Lust in blood and bone, to go it alone and lead the scattered tribe, 
Undecided but still divided, a clear winner not shown; 
Nothing to turn the tables–not blackmail, lies, nor bribes; 
Truly no one has the will to wear the crown or keep the throne: 
Not a lion, nor a tiger.  

The Nude 
Tiare Kohler 

 
Flowers fly on placid breeze 

And rest upon the nude 
A daisy crown above her head 

A blooming spring etude 
Felicity found in the 

Somber places around 
She and her flower crown 

Yet as she fell astray 
Summer came by her way 
And bit her on the neck 

Yet no blood is shed 
Yet no blood is shed 

Leaving her 
Staring into 

Radiance 
Somewhere where light found her 

Just as she tipped past the 
Black wine and blue cologne 

After she cut through the 
Line yet fell back in place 

Sullen shakes 
Time waits 
She asks-  

Why and how? 
She asks- 

Why and now? 
But even as winter approaches its date 

The flower crown still remains 
Above her pretty head  
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As a child, I had a nervous disposition. 
During the day, stepping on cracks was a defi-
nite taboo. Should I twist my ankle or incur 
the wrath of popular superstition, I had only 
myself to blame. Candies were to be taken 
two at a time or in multiples thereof as to 
keep my cavity probability well balanced 
across the back molars. Dinner remains a 
highly organized affair: Veggies first, then 
sides, then entree, saving a piece of my favor-
ite for very last. Looking back, I can feel my 
face flush whenever I remember that an un-
fortunate step on a crack did not cause a sink-
hole to swallow me on the spot. Nor did any 
other imagined indiscretions.  

However. I still firmly believe that had I 
breached the monster's territory–about a 
running leap to my bed in any direction–I 
would be a snack in less than a moment. Or 
perhaps more if it shared my own eating hab-
its. Unlike the other compilation of habits, 
born mostly from dubious word of mouth and 
pixels on a screen, this threat was not imag-
ined. Even I was not creative enough to invent 
the rank breath that wafted from beneath my 
mattress, the angry shudders that shook me 
during the night, the snores that made me 
feel safe, if only because I knew that the sleep-
ing monster would not wake. 

Now.   
I sniff the cup in my hands for any myste-

rious trace elements. None that I can detect 
are present, and I have no enemies of which I 
know to put them there. Only a mundane cup 
of mostly-whipped-cream hot chocolate, not 
coffee–just a root canal in the making and a 

sleepless night on the horizon. I would sit up, 
but my feet are already hanging over the arm-
rest and I feel certain the monster will be 
more inclined to leave me alone if I just play 
dead. If not, well, I suppose I'll save it the indi-
gestion of a struggle.  

He appeared just 
as I relaxed, rudely 
interrupting my pro-
posed movie mara-
thon and melancholy. 
Another decade 
down the drain. For 
some reason he 
seems to enjoy the 
squeaky armchair in 
the corner, and I 
begin to doubt his 
ability as a hunter. 
Obviously far too 
noisy to be a preda-
tor, I revise 'meal' to 
'pile of gore' and find 
that the result suits 
the scene much bet-
ter. Though he lacks 
the subtle coloration 
to stalk prey and the 
teeth to tear at my 
marrow, his pinky 
claw looks about right to rend me limb from 
limb, and his bright blue fur will be very dis-
tinctive on the wanted poster in an alternate 
future. For now he seems content to rock and 
growl–grumble–in the corner. Out of the 
way, but not of sight or mind. As if anyone 

could ignore such a beast when it was staring 
right at them. Our eyes met, one pair upside 
down–mine–and if I didn’t know any better 
he would seem befuddled as to how my 
sprawl could be all that comfortable. Or tasty. 

But now that he furrows his catlike, 
whiskered nose and sniffs, I find it difficult to 
maintain my grasp on my recent convictions. 

He speaks in a scholarly voice, and I am 
somehow unsurprised at the subtle accompa-
nying purr. “Why-y-y-y are you still afraid of 
the dark?” 

A strange question, since I am not and 
never was.  
He coughs and cor-
rects himself. “Hum. 
Forgi-i-i-ive me. That 
was a metaphor. I me-
a-an to ask: Why-y do 
you not look under 
the bed?” 
Because there was 
something scary I 
could not see. 
“I see,” he replies, 
though I am sure that 
I did not speak out 
loud. Now standing 
and holding a journal, 
dwarfed by his neatly 
trimmed claws, he 
continued, “I advise 
you to try. You might 
find a fluffy cat-
squatch instead.” He 
chuckles at his own 
humor and vanishes.  
Finally I sigh, relaxing 

for the first time in what seems for whatever, 
until the same disembodied voice rings out 
again. This time, the hot chocolate does not 
survive my surprise. 

“—forgive me. That was another meta-
phor.” 

Catsquatch 
A short story by Sloan Simmons 
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