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NOTE FROM THE EDITORS

Dear Readers,
Change is occurring constantly. Whether that be in the seasonal  

change to Fall, the general passage of time, or dawning of a new 
stage in the election cycle, it is a concept that surrounds us. 

Given these changing times, it seemed appropriate to reflect on the 
two concepts that act to govern that ever-shifting balance of power: 
tyanny and freedom. So, as a new president approches, ushering in a 

new term of Amercan politics, we hope you enjoy the issue that re-
flects on these “huuuge” ideas. We think this is this best issue. Really 

tremendous.

Thanks for your continued support.

-- THE INKWELL STAFF
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UNDECIDED
 John Laske

 Nobody on either side could deny the race was close - closer than any of the polls could have possi-
bly predicted. Tallies were all over the place, across the night - each studio racing to determine which states 
fell to whom - but, all of a sudden, there was silence across the nation. Pundits across every news network 
leaned forward in their chairs, their eyes widened in disbelief. The electoral votes were divided evenly. All 
that remained was one state yet to be decided, and it was…Connecticut?! The nation let out a collective 
groan. Please, don’t let this turn into another Bush v. Gore. But, no - it was worse than that. This time the 
ballots were accurately, neatly submitted. There could be no confusion as to the counting. Nobody was pre-
pared for this. Would it be taken to the Supreme Court? Would it be down to a coin toss? What the hell was 
going on?
	 Anderson	Cooper	hunched	over	his	desk	and	put	his	finger	to	his	earpiece.	“Wait,	wait,	we	may	
have a development coming down the line. Is it…oh my god. Yes, it is. Apparently there is a single, unde-
cided voter still inside of one of the booths, and it looks like he’s been in there for, for HOW long? Forty-
five minutes? Jesus Christ. Apparently, there’s nothing the poll coordinators can do to hurry him up. They 
simply have to wait for him to make up his mind...God help us all.”

*******

 Jim stood inside the tiny, cramped booth, shaking. The gym this poll was held in was poorly air 
conditioned, and the smell brought back nauseating memories of being taunted for his weight back in fourth 
grade. You’ve gotta hurry this up, he thought. People are gonna be waiting outside. What did it matter, any-
way? He was only one little person, out of a nation of millions. It’s not like his vote mattered. So why was 
this such a hard decision? Ughh. He looked down at the options. None of them were particularly appeal-
ing, but then again, he couldn’t name any particular stances that the candidates actually stood for. He knew 
Trump	-	he	was	the	wall	guy,	right?	Yeah,	definitely	something	about	a	wall.	And...Clinton?	Wait,	didn’t	we	
already have one of those? He wasn’t totally sure. God, this was hard. 
 Suddenly, a woman’s voice from outside the booth that sounded patronizingly friendly, like an el-
ementary school principal, but he could detect a slight tinge of panic breaking through her voice.
	 “Hiya	there...Jim,	is	it?	My	name	is	Hillary.	Jim,	I’d	just	like	to	say	I	support	you,	Jim.	Anything	
you need, I’ll be there for you. I know you’re going to make the right decision.”
	 “Uh...ok.	Thanks,	I	guess.”	
	 “Aha-ha!	Sure	thing,	Jim.	Sure	thing.	Anywaysss,	just	a	teeeensy bit curious, how do you feel about 
that Trump fella? I mean, what a joke, righ--”
	 “Wrong!”	came	another	voice,	this	one	much	angrier,	one	that	brought	back	vague	memories	of	
reality	television,	although	he	couldn’t	fathom	why	that	had	anything	to	do	with	politics.	“Jim!	I’m	Donald.	
You seem like a real smart guy. One of the best guys, really. Y’know, people come up to me all the time.  
They say ‘Gee, that Jim, he’s a really tremendous person, I mean a really tremendous guy. One of the best 
guys, if I’m being honest. There’s nobody better when it comes to voting, believe me. I always say, it’s 
people like him that are gonna make America gr—’ ”
	 “Uh	huh.	So,	uh,	if	I’m	taking	too	much	time	I’ll	just	go,	it’s	whatever.”	He	was	beginning	to	feel	
lightheaded	just	listening	to	them	talking.	
	 “Err,	I	would	strongly advise	against	that,”	said	Hillary.	“After	all,	it’s	the	right	and	privilege	of	our	
nation to express the will of the people through a democratic process, and--”
	 “What	she’s	trying	to	say	is,	that	would	be	a	dummy	move,”	the	other	voice	said	gruffly.
	 “Now	Donald,	just	because	you	know	he’s	going	to	choose	the	candidate	who’s	actually	qualified 
for	the	job	doesn’t	mean	you	have	to	treat	him	like--”
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	 “Oh,	excuuuuse me,	Miss	fancy	pants.	Sorry	I’m	not	politically correct enough for you.”
	 “C’mon	Donald,	I	know	the	average	voter	isn’t	bright,	but	he’d	have	to	be	an	idiot	not	to	realize	
what’s going on here.”
	 “C’mon	Donald,	I	know	the	average	voter	isn’t	bright,	but	he’d	have	to	be	an	idiot	not	to	realize	
what’s going on here.”
 Jim still had no idea what was going on here. 
	 “Look,	I	really	appreciate	your	help,	but	I	just	wanna	make	my	decision	and	go	home…”
	 “Listen,	Jim,”	said	Donald.	“You	like	gold?”
	 “Well,	uh,	yeah.	Sure	I	do.”	said	Jim.
	 “You	like	toilets?”
	 “They’re...okay,	I	guess.”
	 “Well	you	stick	with	me,	you	bubble	in	that	spot	with	TRUMP	written	on	it,	and	I’ll	see	to	it	person-
ally that you get the best damn golden toilet money can buy installed in your very own home. It’ll be great, 
believe me.”
	 “Oh,	please,”	said	Hillary.	“Don’t	listen	to	Scrooge	McDuck	over	here.	Golden	toilets?	Give	me	a	
break. That’s child’s play compared	to	what	I	can	offer	if	you	make	the	right	choice.	I	know	a	certain	some-
one	wanted	to	be	a	UFO	investigator	when	they	were	younger?”
	 “Woah,	yeah!”	said	Jim.	“Wait...how’d	you	know	that?”
	 “We	here	at	the	Clinton	campaign	like	to	get	to	know	our	voters	on	an...intimate	level.”	She	slid	a	
piece of paper underneath the curtain. On it was a complete dossier on his personal life, from relationships 
to	hobbies	to	favorite	foods,	to	a	section	labeled	POTENTIAL	BLACKMAIL	MATERIAL.
	 “That’s	right,	Jim.	You	make	the	right	choices,	and	you	get	an	all-expenses-paid	tour	to	a	little	place	
called	Area	51.	Wouldn’t	that	be	something?	If	you	disappoint	us,	however...well,	let’s	just	say	a	lot	more	
people are gonna know about the time you melted a bunch of crayons together and fed it to your class ger-
bil in third grade.”
	 “Alright,	Jim,”	said	Donald.	“Hillary	drives	a	hard	bargain,	but	I	didn’t	get	someone	else	to	write	
The Art of the Deal	for	me	for	nothing.	Final	offer:	two gold toilets if you vote for me, and a spot on the 
next season of The Apprentice. And I promise I won’t sue you.”
 Sweat was pouring down Jim’s face. The words on the sheet in front of him blurred in and out of 
focus. He hadn’t signed up for this. He wasn’t used to attention from anyone, never mind getting...whatever 
the hell a spot on The Apprentice was. Please, he thought, please, somebody, anybody. I need a way out. 
	 All	of	a	sudden,	a	feeling	of	warmth,	comfort,	and	light	washed	over	him.	The	air	was	filled	with	
an	electric	current	that	made	every	hair	on	Jim’s	neck	stand	up.	For	just	a	moment,	time	stood	still.		Jim	
looked	up	into	the	glow	to	find	a	350-pound	silverback	gorilla	staring	back	at	him,	his	worn	and	wrinkled	
face gazing at him with the serene wisdom of eternity. 
	 “...Harambe?!?	I,	I	thought	you	were-”
	 “…dead?”	Harambe	chuckled.	“No,	not	dead.	Not	really.	So	long	as	I	live	on	in	the	hearts	of	those	
who loved me, I’ll never truly die.”
	 “But...why	are	you	here?	In	this	voting	booth,	I	mean.”
	 “This	is	a	troubled	time.	Across	the	nation,	there’ve	been	millions	of	voters	just	like	you.	People	
who	feel	trapped,	torn	between	options	that	none	of	us	really	wanted	in	the	first	place.”	Harambe	places	a	
large,	hairy	hand	on	Jim’s	shoulder.	“I	just	want	you	to	know,	there’s	hope.	There’s	always	hope.	Don’t	let	
anyone tell you whom to choose. Only you can decide for yourself whom to vote for. And Jim?”
	 “Y-yeah?”
	 Harambe	smiled.	“I’ll	be	with	you.	Always.”	

*******
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 Jim shot up in bed with a start. Birds were singing in the cool autumn air, and the sun shone warmly 
through	his	window.	He	took	a	few	deep	breaths.	All	of	it:	Trump,	Clinton,	the	election	day	madness...it	
was	just	a	dream.	Thank god,	he	thought.	Things	were	finally	as	they	should	be.	He	picked	up	his	phone	
from his bedside table. The date read...November 9th? He grabbed the remote and switched on the TV to 
the news.
 “...in	what’s	got	to	be	the	closest	and	most	unconventional	race	in	history,	it	seems	the	late	gorilla	
from	the	Cincinnati	Zoo,	who	was	killed	back	in	May,	has	eclipsed	both	major	party	candidates	by	a	single	
vote’s	difference,	making	Harambe	both	the	world’s	first	nonhuman	president	and	first	deceased	president	
ever	to	assume	office.	Lawmakers	are	still	debating	the	implications	of	this	astounding	turn	of	events,	but	
one	thing	is	for	certain:	Harambe	is	here	to	stay.	Both	Secretary	Clinton	and	Mr.	Trump	have	yet	to	be	
reached for comment.”
	 “Anderson,	I’ve	heard	of	voters	going	bananas	for	a	candidate,	but	this	is	ridiculou--”
	 Jim	turned	off	the	TV,	staring	at	his	reflection	in	the	blackness	of	the	screen.	Suddenly,	he	noticed	a	
tiny	dot	of	white	on	his	chest.	It	couldn’t	be.	It	couldn’t	be.	Slowly,	he	looked	down	and	peeled	off	a	little	
white	sticker	from	his	shirt.	It	read:	

I	VOTED
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FREEDOM
 Bronwyn Kelly 

	 “He’s	gone.”	His	body	will	finally	rot	and	return	to	the	dust	that’s	scattered	on	the	floor	of	the	attic.	
No more will my stomach ache from the days gone by nor will my eyes tire of the countless hours sitting 
and staring into the light of the moon. I know my days are numbered, but this liberation tastes like burning 
iron on my tongue.  The sun’s rays used to be welcoming and inviting; however, now they peel and radi-
ate down my skin to a part of my soul that is somehow raised above the surface. It scorches me. I cover my 
underdeveloped eyes and cower away from the rays that I had anticipated for so long. The street is too full 
of life to fully comprehend or give me happiness.
 
	 “He’s	dead.”	I	chant	this	in	my	head	as	my	bare	feet	slam	the	pavement	and	my	bones	almost	shatter	
in	each	step.	My	body	saved	me	any	possible	addition	of	pain	by	numbing	my	limbs;	no	longer	am	I	stum-
bling	but	floating	somehow	inches	above	the	pavement.	The	freedom	burns	down	each	limb	and	ends	with	
paralyzing	fear	at	my	feet.	For	so	long,	I	lived	in	a	trap	filled	with	hatred	and	lies;	how	could	I	ever	come	
back from the depths of my person? I’ve hid it for far too long to remember.

	 “He’s	gone.”	I’m	almost	to	the	end	of	the	street.	The	sirens	are	coming	to	save	me.	The	wailing	is	a	
beacon	of	darkness	in	this	street	filled	with	blinding	light.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SUFFOCATED
 Amira Ebrahim

All	his	pain	and	sorrow	exploded	in	an	instant;	and	the	ashes	filled	the	air.	I	wanted	to	pull	him	out,	to	tell	
him it’s okay. But I couldn’t even see him. 

His	eyes	were	like	stained	glass	in	the	rain.	The	water	made	the	colors	and	lines	blur.	The	fire	ended	as	
quickly as it started, but his expression was still the same. 

How	long,	it	screamed,	how	long	until	my	bloody	fist	can	fall	and	my	heart	can	finally	breathe?
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PARTIAL ESCAPE
 Ariana Puzzo

Fingers	course	through	hair
As eyes glaze over in frustration
Brown irises shrouded, losing hope
Turn the page

Lips	purse,	turning	white
Yet sighs easily escape
Memorization	is	key
Take note

Light	shines	in
As time speeds up
The leaves disconnecting
And escaping their roots

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

PUTIN
 Alyssa Vigorito 

He’s	Vladdy	Daddy
See	him	on	a	Ritz	cracker
Hail	Mother	Russia

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

REVOLUTION
 Cara Lee 

I’ll give my life for the victory,
For	the	end	this	revolution	bring.
Right	now	it	only	begins	outright.
The	fight	began	long	before	this	night.

But	if	in	this	fight	we	are	beat,
If the list run long, if our hearts do cease.
Our deaths be for a cause still true,
Thirteen	fight	for	the	future	red,	white,	and	blue.

The hope that cries for peace reach unto you.
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TREASON
 Sabina Dirienzo 

	 The	kingdom’s	highest	court	was	presided	over	by	a	jury	of	nine	magister-priests,	who	decided	
cases through prayer as well as by evaluating the evidence. This was considered a largely antiquated prac-
tice by most, but it was a rare that a case was extreme enough to reach the high court.
	 The	courtroom	was	circular	and	drafty.	Light	filtered	in	through	high	rectangular	windows.	There	
were	witnesses	seated	high	above,	in	the	galleries,	where	the	jury	and	accused	couldn’t	see	them.	The	seats	
of the main courtroom were wooden and uncomfortable, and the accused sat in a narrow chair in the middle 
of the room, looked down upon by the priests.
 The accused, hands folded in her lap, swallowed. The eldest of the magister-priests rose to his feet, 
cleared	his	throat,	and	announced:	“The	accused	has	been	charged	with	the	crime	of	treason	against	the	
kingdom.”
	 There	were	theatrical	gasps	from	members	of	the	jury,	although	they	had	to	have	already	known	the	
crime.
	 The	eldest	continued,	“Specifically,	you	are	accused	of	conspiring	to	elope	with	a	member	of	the	
royal family. How do you plead?”
	 She	cleared	her	throat	and	said,	“Guilty.”
 This time the gasps from the audience were genuine. The accused shrank in her chair and curled her 
shoulders	in	on	herself.	She	studied	her	hands	and	the	floor.	There	was	raucous	noise	from	up	in	the	galler-
ies, and the eldest magister-priest had to pound his gavel against the table several times to regain silence 
and attention.
	 “Would	you	like	to	offer	a	defense?”	he	asked.
	 “Yes,”	she	said,	finally	looking	up.	Her	eyes	didn’t	meet	the	priest	or	the	jury	but	instead	she	gazed	
directly upwards, into the gallery. He was up there, somewhere, or at least he said that he would be.
	 “Begin.”
 It took her a minute to decide what she had to say. She looked away from the gallery, met the eyes 
of	the	magister	priest,	and	finally	began	at	the	beginning.

 There were, of course, a great many moments which led into a very public trial for treason. Before 
the prince’s personal guard found her in his bedroom, before she accepted an illicit signet ring, before she 
kissed	him	in	a	capitol	bar,	she	had	been	a	junior	archivist.
	 “Two	years	ago,	Prince	Erasmus	and	I	were	to	work	together	on	an	analysis	of	the	latest	census.”	It	
was not exactly romantic work. But it was long work. 
	 She	had	started	off	every	meeting	by	bowing	severely,	clutching	the	giant	census	tome	to	her	chest.	
The	prince	started	off	every	meeting	by	smiling	vaguely	and	releasing	her	from	her	duties	of	formality.	
Being born to a very low-ranking noble family and a life committed to academia had Gwen nervous around 
‘real’ nobles and aggressively committed to formality. 
	 Erasmus	was	affable,	and	charming,	because	he	was	taught	to	be	affable	and	charming.	It	was	their	
third	week	of	painfully	awkward	conferencing	when	he	asked,	“What	made	you	become	an	archivist?”
	 Gwen	raised	an	eyebrow	at	him.	“I	went	to	the	university	for	history.	I’ve	always	wanted	to	be	a	
castle	archivist,	your	Grace,”	she	said,	“This	is	how	you	get	started	in	the	capitol,	and	this	is	how	you	do	
history.”
	 Erasmus	tapped	his	signet	ring	against	the	top	of	their	desk.	“But	isn’t	the	university	how	most	mi-
nor	noble	girls	find	a	husband?”	he	asked.	
	 Gwen	frowned.	“I	don’t	know	about	‘most,’”	she	said,	before	she	could	stop	herself,	“I decided that 
I wanted to do academia. You didn’t ask me about most. Your Grace.”
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	 Erasmus	grinned,	bright	and	blinding	and	a	little	bit	crooked	–	it	was	a	personal	grin,	completely	
unlike	the	bland	greeting	smiles	he	usually	gave	her.	“I	did	history	there,	too,”	Erasmus	said,	“Mainly	mili-
tary history, though, for obvious reasons.”
	 “Oh,	I	never	liked	that,”	Gwen	replied.
	 “Neither	did	I.	Tell	me,	how	do	we	note	changes	in	trade	routes	in	here?	I	know	they’re	some-
where.”
	 It	didn’t	take	long	for	them	to	become	friends,	after	that	–	once	Gwen	dropped	her	formality	and	
Erasmus	stopped	being	boring,	it	was	inevitable.	She	stressed	that	to	her	judges	–	it	was	inevitable, that 
they	become	friends.	They	were	working	on	a	long	project,	to	which	she	had	been	assigned,	because	archi-
vists	were	supposed	to	be	sexless,	and	good	judges	of	morality.
 

	 “I	do	apologize	to	the	kingdom	and	the	powers	in	the	heavens	for	what	followed.”	It	was	not	until	
after	the	project	was	done	that	he	kissed	her.	Gwen	very	emphatically	outlined	that	it	was	not	until	their	
project	was	done,	they	had	presented	it,	and	Erasmus	kissed	her.
 (She does not tell him that it happened immediately after the census presentation meeting. She left 
the	meeting	with	their	bundle	of	papers	under	her	arms,	shuffling	back	to	the	library.	She	does	not	mention	
that	she	was	crying.	Love	snuck	up	on	her,	and	there	was	nothing	to	be	done	when	one	was	in	love	with	a	
member	of	the	royal	family,	but	Erasmus	stopped	her	by	shouting	“Wait!”	at	the	top	of	the	archives	stairs.
 He bounded down the stairs and took half of the bundle. He did not comment on her red, tear-
streaked face, and they walked the rest of the way down the stairs, slowly. They did not talk. When they 
reached	her	office,	she	closed	the	door	behind	them,	and	locked	it.	Erasmus	tilted	her	head	up	and	kissed	
her, and then pulled away, apologizing fervently.
 Gwen grabbed him by the lapels and tugged him closer. She stood on her toes to press an enthusias-
tic kiss to his lips.)
 (She does not tell them this.) 

	 “Our	elopement	was	a	plan	born	of	desperation,	not	insolence.”	It	was	rare	that	Gwen	ended	up	in	
the royal quarters, but the king and queen departed for the south in the winter. The risk of her being caught 
in	Erasmus’	suite	was	low,	and	she	sprawled	on	his	bed,	sketching	absently	while	he	went	through	his	let-
ters.
 She was partway through drawing the arch of a bird’s wing when she looked up and saw him shak-
ing.	Gwen	had	never	seen	Erasmus	so	pale	before,	and	she	slid	off	the	bed.	She	stepped	up	to	him	and	
placed	one	hand	on	his	elbow,	“What’s	wrong?”
	 “My	parents	have	arranged	a	marriage,”	Erasmus	said	in	a	distant	voice.	He	passed	the	letter	over	to	
Gwen. She scanned it and gnawed on the inside of her lip.
	 “Oh,”	she	said	finally,	“She’s	young,	but	she’s	supposed	to	be	quite	pretty	–	she’ll	make	you	an	
excellent queen.”
	 “Marry	me.”
	 “What?”
	 “Please,”	Erasmus	said,	“Marry	me.	You’d	be	an	excellent	queen.	I	love	you.	Marry	me.”
Gwen’s	hands	tightened	on	the	parchment.	“My	family	has	no	money,	Erasmus	–	they’d	never	let	you,”	she	
said.
	 “Marry	me.	I	know	a	priest	who	would	officiate	it	–	I	don’t	want	to	marry	her.	I’ll	marry	you.	
Please.	Marry	me.”	He	pulled	his	emblazoned	signet	ring	off	of	one	finger	and	held	it	out	for	Gwen.	“Will	
you?”
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	 She	took	it	and	slipped	it	onto	one	finger,	hands	shaking.	“Yes,”	she	said,	“Fine,	of	course,	yes.	
They won’t like it.”
“They	don’t	have	to	like	it,”	Erasmus	said,	“We’re	going	to	do	this.	We	can	do	this.”

	 “I	should	have	known	that	we’d	be	caught,”	Gwen	said,	“The	priest	informed	the	royal	guard,	who	
caught	us	on	the	way	to	him	the	next	morning.	I	was	arrested,	and	Erasmus	was	put	in	isolation.	That	was	
two	months	ago.	I	have	had	a	great	deal	of	time	to	reflect	on	the	wrongness	of	my	actions.”
	 The	head	magister-priest	cleared	his	throat	and	asked,	“You	have	told	us	what	happened,	but	you	
have	not	offered	any	defense	for	your	actions.”
	 “I	have	offered	an	explanation,”	Gwen	said,	“In	the	hopes	that	you	would	keep	that	in	mind	when	I	
ask for mercy.”
	 There	was	no	acknowledgement	of	her	plea,	and	the	head	magister-priest	said:	“This	trial	is	ad-
journed	until	we	will	reconvene	for	the	sentencing.”
	 The	priests	and	the	crowd	far	above	filtered	out,	and	Gwen	was	left	sitting	in	the	chair	in	the	middle	
of the courtroom, alone. 

	 She	was	there	for	almost	twenty	minutes,	waiting,	before	the	door	to	the	judges’	level	of	the	court-
room	opened.	Gwen	started,	but	it	was	only	Erasmus.	He	walked	until	he	was	standing	in	front	of	the	head	
magister-priest’s chair, leaning against the railing.
	 “I’m	so	sorry,	Gwen,”	he	said,	“I’m	so	sorry.”
 She studied the knuckles on her hands, then looked back up at him. There were dark shadows under 
Erasmus’	eyes,	and	he	kept	twisting	his	signet	ring	around	one	finger.	“I	know,”	she	said,	“I	am,	too.”
	 They	waited	in	awkward	silence	for	several	minutes.	The	light	filtered	through	the	windows,	and	
Gwen	gently	kicked	one	of	the	legs	of	her	chair.	Finally,	Erasmus	asked,	“Do	you	think	it	was	worth	it?”
Gwen kicked at the chair leg again. Once, she would have said yes, but lately she had a lot of time to think 
about her actions.
	 “I	don’t	know,”	she	said,	“I	suppose	that	it	depends	on	what	they	do	to	me.”
Erasmus	made	a	choked	noise	that	was	something	like	a	laugh.	He	looked	to	be	on	the	verge	of	saying	
something when the courtroom door opened and the eldest of the magister-priests stepped through.
	 “Prince	Erasmus,”	he	said,	some	sort	of	disapproving,	“We	are	about	to	pass	a	sentence.	If	you	
would return to your seat?”
 The prince nodded, looked at Gwen once more, and left.
 It took only a few minutes for the rest of the crowd and all of the magister-priests to re-enter the 
room.	Gwen	waited	with	her	hands	folded	in	her	lap,	studying	her	knuckles.	Erasmus	almost	certainly	had	
his signet ring back. His parents were almost certainly planning a wedding. She did not know where she 
would be tomorrow.
	 “After	carefully	weighing	the	evidence,”	the	head	magister-priest	said,	“We	have	found	you	guilty	
of the crime of treason and sentence you to death by hanging.”
	 A	number	of	gasps	sounded	from	the	crowd.	From	the	highest	level	of	the	courtroom,	Erasmus	
shouted a series of vile curse words. Gwen bowed her head.
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TYRANNIS
 Marc Lee 

	 The	crash	of	the	moon-tide’s	waves,	below,	quieted	as	I	slipped	into	the	third-floor	apartment	of	the	
mad king’s tower. The sound comforted me as I sat for a moment upon the windowsill, taking in the scene 
in the bedroom before me. There he was, sleeping, naked head to toe, with the lack of a cover exposing the 
veiny scars of his protruding belly as he snored noisily to nearly rival the sea’s own rhythmic din. It was a 
wonder that the harlot beside him seemed to sleep so peacefully, although, when in bed beside a man such 
as he, one might take the snoring as a blessing so long as it means he is lying still.
 I began to remove my boots then, knowing that this night was too important to be spoiled by a 
watery misstep. The laces came away with ease, but, as I placed the soggy pair down by my side, the one 
on	the	left	slipped	off,	weighted	by	its	heel,	and	fell	with	a	thud	and	a	squeak	as	it	crashed	a	whole	four	feet	
onto	the	wooden	floor	of	the	room.	Swiftly	drawing	my	knife	from	its	sheath,	I	looked	up,	panic	surging	
through me, and scanned the room again. 

*******

	 “Damian!	How	many	times	do	I	have	to	tell	you	not	to	leave	your	muddy	boots	on	the	windowsill!”	
The	voice	sent	a	shiver	up	my	body	that	racked	me	with	terror.	“Get	over	here	right	now	and	clean	up	the	
mess you’ve caused or you’ll go to bed with no supper!”
	 “Coming,	mother.”	I	replied	quickly;	the	very	threat	of	a	lack	of	food	was	enough	to	make	my	stom-
ach growl. I ran out from my small room with all the speed my scrawny legs could muster and set about 
scrubbing at the muddy prints, using the old rag, which my loving mother launched deftly at my face as I 
turned the corner.
	 “A	good	knight	would	never	leave	his	dirty	wear	just	lying	around,	especially	not	in	a	window	to	be	
boasted of to everyone in the village. You’ll have to do better and start learning if you want to be one of the 
new	king’s	best,	you’ll	be	thirteen	years	in	just	a	few	months,	no	better	an	age	to	start	squiring	and	training,	
but	not	if	you’re	too	busy	scrubbing	the	floors	for	your	laziness.”	
	 My	mother	would	prattle	on	for	hours	about	such	things,	especially	then,	in	the	year	after	the	new	
king took the throne, but that was before these past eight years; before the king’s luxurious tendencies be-
gan to sap the treasuries and, eventually, the pockets of the poor; before the grain became so expensive that 
even our village, one of the largest, was stricken by hunger; and before my mother would follow my father 
into	the	grave,	dying	at	the	hands	of	the	same	disease	which	had	killed	a	quarter	of	the	peasantry	just	four	
years	after	I	scrubbed	the	floor	that	evening.	

*******

 Although the fall of the boot had sounded loud as church bells to me, it seemed that the other occu-
pants of the room had not heard it at all. The girl remained asleep, curled up as far away from her bedmate 
as	possible,	clutching	the	blanket	that	the	king	had	seemingly	thrown	off	from	himself.	The	king,	con-
versely, lay sprawled out across his bed, one hand resting gently upon his regally fed abdomen, as though 
he	had	just	eaten	a	feast	and	was	leaning	back	to	breathe	before	the	next	course.	He	then	let	out	another	of	
his sizable snores and I knew I remained undetected. I turned my attention back to my work and faced the 
window once more. 
	 The	ropes,	attached	by	the	evening	chambermaid,	remained	taught	to	their	anchoring	on	the	floor	
above and had made my climb a simple one, despite the light rain in the early hours of that night. Now, I 
sliced through the damp rope that had been my entryway, my knife passing cleanly through the sinews with 
hardly a sound as the three intertwining ropes fell to the sea below. The waves seemed to catch them, leav-
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-ing	the	tendrils	to	float,	for	just	a	moment,	before	pulling	them	under	the	surface	of	the	bay.	Within	the	
hour, the same chambermaid who tied the rope, supposing nothing went wrong, would come to the library 
window,	directly	above	the	bedchamber,	and	loose	the	last	fifteen	feet	of	rope	to	rejoin	its	counterpart	on	
the sandy seabed. 
	 So	far,	everything	had	gone	as	planned,	despite	the	boot.	The	small	fishing	boat	with	five	holes	
bored	into	its	base	had	been	ready	with	five	weighted	corks	to	plug	the	openings	for	the	short	journey	out	to	
the	base	of	the	small	island	tower.	Unplugging	the	corks	had	led	to	the	boat	sinking	fully	before	I	had	even	
reached the halfway point of my climb up the tower. The ropes were taught, the night had been dark, even 
the harlot was accounted for, as it was well known that, though the queen never came to the royal seaside 
residence,	there	were	never	less	than	two	in	the	king’s	bed	at	night.	Now,	I	faced	the	bed	once	more	to	fin-
ish the last task of the night.

*******

	 “You	have	one	task,	and	one	task	only!”	barked	the	captain,	“That	task	is	keeping	the	king	safe.	Not	
getting to the festival, not having a good fucking time, and sure as hell not getting your own asses back 
home alive, the task is keeping your king safe.”
	 “Aye,	Sir,”	came	the	seven	synchronized	replies	from	our	unit.	Sword	belts	and	saddles	were	then	
adjusted	and	fastened	quickly	and,	not	more	than	ten	minutes	later,	we	held	the	line	on	horseback	ready	to	
receive	his	majesty’s	carriage.	
	 I	was	the	youngest	of	them,	freshly	picked	to	serve	as	the	newest	member	of	the	Royal	Knights	Bri-
gade.	There	were	no	more	than	fifty	of	us	at	any	one	time,	and	it	fell	to	us	to	serve	as	the	swords	and	shields	
to the royal family. In the past, there had only been twenty such knights, but, after an incident involving a 
beggar child getting a bit too close to the king, the Brigade was increased in size by more than double to 
calm the royal fears. 
 The task was to guide the royal carriage, with the king inside, to the festival happening two towns 
over.	Leaving	early	in	the	day,	it	should	have	been	easy	to	arrive	there	before	nightfall	but,	conveniently,	
a tavern was passed around midday and the king halted us and entered the tavern. We all dismounted and 
entered with him, ensuring the safety of our charge as he drank and pissed himself through two hours of the 
afternoon	and	spent	another	hour	napping	on	the	tavern	owner’s	bed.	By	the	time	we	continued	our	journey,	
midafternoon was beginning to feel like a generous description for the time of day. 
	 Halfway	between	the	first	town	and	the	second,	dusk	had	fallen	and,	then,	with	less	than	three	miles	
still to go, we rode by moonlight. We slowed our pace, and tightened our watch around the carriage, but 
that did nothing to help our eyes in the fog-covered darkness of the lowland plains at night. The bandits 
attacked like phantoms coming out of the mist, and they felled two of the knights before the other six of us 
could begin to react. They may not have had horses or castle-forged steel, but they were at least double the 
size of our party and struck us with scythes, wood-cutting axes, and pitchforks. 
	 The	fighting	was	fierce	in	the	attack;	Sir	Mallory,	our	captain,	was	thrown	from	his	horse	as	the	
beast	whinnied	in	fright	from	the	fog	cloaked	assailants,	but	managed	to	fend	off	three	of	them	from	the	
ground	before	finally	falling	to	a	strike	from	an	ax.	Sir	Carter	bellowed	loudly	to	protect	the	king	as	he	met	
the	bandits	with	his	maul	raised	high.	Meanwhile,	Sir	Cassell	and	Sir	Rodney,	half-brothers	who	had	been	
among the knights who served the old king, held the rear of the carriage with swordsmanship that would 
have made their fathers weep with pride. 
	 This	left	me	to	guard	the	door	to	the	carriage	beside	Sir	Dornan,	whose	valor	had	been	known	
throughout the kingdom for his victory in several tourneys over his years of service. Tonight, however, 
Sir	Dornan’s	spear	and	lance	failed	him	as	he	had	drunk	heartily	beside	the	king	at	his	majesty’s	bequest,	
leading only to failed thrusts at each turn, and a sudden slipping from his horse when one bandit threw what 
dddd
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 looked to be an unlit torch directly at his helm. To make matters worse, the king woke up from his 
stupor to the commotion and, when opening the carriage door to investigate, failed to hold onto his seat as 
the door swung wide. 
 I leapt from my horse then, sending my mount forward in hopes that he might trample even one of 
the assailants. On the ground, I raised my own shield and arming sword as I stood in front of my charge. 
The	first	man	to	approach	me,	charged	quickly	and	swung	his	ax	wildly.	I	met	the	head	of	his	ax	with	my	
shield, mid swing, and stabbed through his abdomen, felling him swiftly in his unarmored state. The second 
and	third	came	together,	each	with	rusted	scythes,	caked	with	either	dirt	from	the	field	or	blood	from	some	
other of their marks. Their swings were tighter, more controlled, and even managed to glance my cheek on 
one swing. As the men continued their swings, though, I stepped forward, ducking under the swipe of one 
as	I	cut	at	his	leg.	With	my	shield,	I	bashed	at	the	chest	of	the	other	man,	knocking	him	off	balance	as	he	
tried	to	adjust	the	angle	of	his	cut.	I	did	not	give	either	of	them	the	chance	to	swing	again.	Matching	my	
instep to the step back of the man on the right’s bleeding leg, I kicked at the wound, toppling the man in 
agony, before bringing my blade across to strike at the neck of the man reeling on the left. 
 The king had gotten up by then, and started climbing into his litter slowly from the ground, but the 
man	who	threw	the	torch	at	Sir	Dornan	was	rushing	up	behind	the	king,	with	a	crooked	knife	at	the	ready.	
I dove at the man, knocking into him with all the weight of my armored body. Noticing my charge, how-
ever,	the	man	was	able	to	drive	the	point	of	his	knife	into	the	joint	of	my	armor,	leaving	an	open	gash	in	my	
shield-arm.	My	right	arm	went	numb	from	the	pain	as	my	shield	fell,	but,	with	my	sword	arm,	I	smote	the	
man across his skull with the hilt of my sword and kicked him back for added measure. He fell back, arms 
pinwheeling,	right	into	the	horse	of	Sir	Dornan,	and	was	trampled	by	the	destrier’s	hooves.	
	 The	king,	terrified	by	how	close	his	would-be	murderer	had	come,	slumped	back	down	against	the	
side of the carriage’s cushions and pulled the door closed with the last of his strength. I readied my blade 
again as I saw another bandit rushing towards me from the rear of the carriage but, even as I turned my 
head	to	meet	him,	Sir	Rodney	rode	the	man	down,	knocking	the	pitchfork’s	tips	away	deftly	before	tram-
pling him under-hoof.  
	 The	last	of	the	bandits	fled,	then,	leaving	behind	twelve	of	their	own	dead	littered	around	the	car-
riage	and	the	four	knights	they	had	killed.	Sirs	Dornan	and	Mallory	had	fallen	in	the	fighting,	and	Sirs	
Gordon	and	Dalloway	had	fallen	in	the	initial	strike.	I	sheathed	my	sword	and	began	tending	to	the	wound	
in my arm as the dead were counted and brought together. The mounted brothers came over to me, after 
they had gathered the dead and sent Sir Carter ahead to the town to bring wagons for the bodies, and noted 
the wound.
	 “You	fought	well,	Damian.	The	name	of	Sir	Damian	Tress	will	surely	be	marked	as	one	of	heroism	
after	this	night.”	Sir	Cassell’s	gruff	voice	belied	no	sign	of	exhaustion	or	strain	despite	the	fighting	as	he	
commended me.
	 “Aye,	brother,”	the	light,	near	melodic	voice	of	Sir	Rodney	interjected	jokingly,	“but	they	surely	
won’t praise him as having not even a scratch upon him, like me!”
	 “Laugh	all	you	want,	but	I	shielded	the	king	and	slew	his	attackers	on	foot,	your	horse	did	more	
work	than	you!”	I	called	back	at	Sir	Rodney,	though	not	so	heartily	as	I	would	have	had	I	not	been	losing	
blood. 
	 The	croak	of	my	voice	brought	the	brothers	to	dismount	and	look	at	the	wound,	“That’s	a	nasty	one,	
there,	right	in	the	joint,”	noted	Sir	Rodney.
	 “The	king	will	surely	reward	you	handsomely	for	taking	it	in	your	arm	instead	of	his	neck	though,”	
Cassell said as he bandaged my arm more tightly.
	 “What	got	you	there,	lad,	the	pitchfork?”
	 “No,	brother-mine,	this	is	the	work	of	a	jagged	knife.”
	 “A	knife?”	commented	Sir	Rodney,	“only	a	man	without	honor	tries	to	kill	with	a	knife,	you’ve	
done 
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done a good service in bringing down such a man, Sir Tress. Wear that scar with pride.”

*******

	 I	rubbed	at	the	scar	in	my	right	arm,	holding	the	blade	in	my	off-hand	for	a	moment.	Sir	Rodney’s	
words	echoed	in	my	mind;	he	had	died	some	months	ago	while	fighting	for	the	king	against	the	rebels	in	
the north. Some said he died at the hands of his own brother, who had left the service of the king nearly 
two years ago upon the king’s execution of his own younger brother, whom Cassell had often served as the 
close	bodyguard	and	confidant	of.
 I do not know if this battle between brothers was actually the case in the North, more likely it was 
the traveling bards looking for new material for their songs; but, tonight, whether or not the stories were 
true, there would be an end to the fratricide and to the rule of the tyrant.
	 I	strode	forward	across	the	floor,	my	mind	filling	with	images	of	my	mother,	of	my	fallen	knightly	
brothers, and of the decimated villages ransacked by the king’s men and by the disease, which the poverty 
he wrought brought forth. Anger sent a tremble through me, but I gritted my teeth and steadied my hand. 
This was not a task meant for anger, nor for vengeance - this was a task for the good of the people, for the 
good of the kingdom. 
	 My	dark	cloak	hugged	around	me	as	a	small	gust	blew	in	from	the	window.	The	king,	feeling	the	
breeze, turned his head ever so slightly in his sleep, but it was not the sudden cold, nor the movement of 
his head that rose the goosebumps upon my neck. In that moment, I stood before him, his face fully facing 
me. No longer was he the greedy and war-mongering king who had brought pain unto the land and who 
had	slaughtered	his	own	people.	Instead,	before	me	lay	a	sleeping	man,	Everett	Nelson,	the	son	of	King	
Alfred. He was a man loved by his parents, and maybe even by his wife, a son of a king who had served the 
land well, who loved his drink too much, but loved his friends dearly. I have never slain an unarmed man 
before, let alone a sleeping one, I thought.
 I froze as he let loose yet another snore, expanding his belly to twice its size. I still held my hand 
steady,	the	point	aimed	at	the	exposed	flesh	between	his	cheek	and	his	shoulder.	I	looked	back	at	the	win-
dow and my black rawhide boots, the wet stain glistening slightly from the light of a single stray moon-
beam cutting through the clouded sky.
 I took a breath. The wind quieted, and even the king in his raucous slumber seemed to pause in his 
breathing as I considered my choice. Only the distant sound of a wave crashing against the tower sounded 
in that second of silence. I steeled my resolve.
	 “Mother,	I	may	not	be	a	good	knight.	Sir	Rodney,	perhaps	I	am	a	man	without	honor.	But,	King	
Nelson,	it	is	not	the	place	of	a	good	and	honorable	knight	to	save	the	people	from	an	unjust	king.”	The	king	
stirred	as	I	spoke.	He	opened	his	eyes,	and	stared	at	me	with	a	look	half-filled	with	fear	and	half	with	recog-
nition. 
	 “My	liege,	you	are	usurped.”	I	stabbed	the	dagger	into	his	fleshy	neck,	the	harlot	screamed	as	the	
king’s	arm	flew	back,	reaching	for	her	help	in	desperation,	and	the	gurgle	of	blood	echoed	in	my	ears	as	I	
kicked my boots out into the open air, and dove after them. 
	 My	task	complete,	the	water	will	hit	me	soon,	and	I	find	that	I	do	not	care	whether	it	shall	kill	me	
and leave me to lie beside the two halves of rope, or if the cold kiss of the sea will reward me for my deeds 
by allowing me to see the sun rise on the long darkened kingdom. 
 As three stories of tower passed me in a moment, I recalled suddenly the words of a preacher speak-
ing	long	ago	in	the	village’s	center,	“Thus,	always,	the	rightful	gift	shall	be	given	unto	deserving	tyrants	
and	God	alone	shall	judge	the	giver.”	God’s	hand	grasped	me	in	the	form	of	the	waves,	and	I	closed	my	
eyes waiting to see if he would smite me, or bring me to land.

 



CONFESSIONS OF A SECRET SERVICEMEN:
THE OFFICIAL TRANSCRIPT OF MARK A. BETTERMAN’S NATIONAL APOLOGY
 Margaret Moore 

	 I,	Agent	Betterman	of	the	United	States	of	America	Secret	Service	Agency,	admit	that	I	stuffed	the	
polls	of	the	2016	presidential	election.		I	take	full	responsibility	for	my	actions	and	accept	the	repercussions	
of them.  Having said this, I am publicly—
	 You	know	what	America?	I’m	going	to	stop	reading	the	script	that	The	United	States	govern-
ment placed in front of me.  Instead, I feel the need to tell you why I did what I did.  So, yes, I admit that 
I	stuffed	the	polls,	and,	yes,	technically	it	was	wrong	to	mess	with	the	votes.		But	you	have	to	know	why	
I did it.  You have to know that I did it for the people, for America.  America is a country that prides itself 
on	its	freedom,	the	liberty	on	which	it	was	founded.		In	my	job	description,	it	says	that	I	am	to	protect	this	
country	and	its	liberty	at	all	cost.		That	is	precisely	what	I	was	doing.		Let	me	ask	you	this:	would	you	want	
the nation to turn into a gated community? 
	 Sorry,	that	was	uncalled	for.		Anyway,	freedom	is	the	inspiration	that	drove	me.		My	political	views	
had no bearing on this matter, let me assure you.  I was merely doing it for the country’s wellbeing.  I have 
worked	for	the	United	States	of	America	for	thirty-five	years	and	I	know	that	governing	the	country	is	a	
hefty	job	that	needs	to	be	placed	into	the	right	hands.		I	truly	apologize	for	any	inconvenience	that	this	may	
have caused.  If it is any consolation, the outcome of the election would be the same if I had not touched the 
votes.  I thank you for your time and God bless America.
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TRIGGERS
 Jasmine Raghunandan 

	 If	seeing	is	believing,	as	the	cliché	goes,	then	how	about	dreaming?	How	are	dreams	any	different	
than	reality?	And,	likewise,	how	is	reality	any	different	from	a	dream?	What	if	the	slivers	of	your	dream	are	
visions of the true reality, your brain trying to intervene, to wake you up?
 The here and now, it’s all fake. 

*******

	 He	had	his	arm	around	me,	and	the	butterflies	rose	up.	16,	high	school,	center	of	the	lobby,	no	
different	than	every	other	time	before.	The	crowds	wove	between	us	and	those	who	lingered	for	the	first	
period bell. A chill tickled the back of my neck when he looked at me and I felt like I had every reason to 
shake	his	hand	off	and	inch	away.	There	was	something	wrong.	Just,	gut-wrenchingly	wrong.	
	 On	the	opposite	end	of	the	lobby,	in	between	the	gaps	of	bodies,	stood	a	blue-tinted	figure.	It	was	
daunting,	I	remember	that.	And	I	felt	like	the	world	I	knew	was	shaking	before	me.	Ever	just	feel	like	
you’re	floating	in	the	worst	possible	way?	Your	mind	is	heavy,	caught	in	a	dense	fog	and	your	vision	be-
comes hazy. You’re still, but the world trembles, and the crux of your heart is wound into a tight knot that 
thumps too rapidly to keep up with. 
	 “Are	you	ok?	Hey!”	He	tried	to	rouse	me.	But	his	touch	burned.	And	the	staring	of	that	person	in	
their dark cloak, it made feel cornered. 
 I looked at his eyes and knew what was false. 
	 “You’re	not	real.”	And	I	ran.	
	 I	shoved	the	bodies	out	of	my	way	and	burst	through	the	doors.	I	felt	eyes	on	me,	no	different	than	
if this were real, but something wasn’t there. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. And once outside I had 
nowhere	to	go.	Bodies	swarmed.	Faceless.	And	the	blue-tinged	figure	was	their	leader.	
 Its voice, a cold echo. 
	 “Wake.”

*******

 White light blinded me for several seconds. I felt the hairs along my skin rise up from the touch of 
frozen	metal	along	my	back	and	arms.	My	wrists	were	clamped	down	and	my	body	was	dangling	at	a	slight	
angle	so	that	my	bare	feet	scuffed	at	the	table.	I	could	hear	my	heart	reverberating	loudly	before	the	beep-
ing	and	technology	and	the	scuffles	of	humans.		
	 They	were	speaking	another	language.	“Sono hito wa…”	,	“honto ni… nandei”… Japanese. How 
did I know this?
	 “Oi!”	My	voice	was	a	bark.	“What	are	you	doing?	What’s	going	on?”
	 “… Nemu yo.” Sleep.
	 My	body	reacted	before	my	brain	could	process.	I	kicked	up	my	legs	and	hit	one	of	them.	A	doctor?	
They were wrapped in green gowns and masks. I kicked again, hitting another in the chest. They stumbled 
back into a stand, knocking down a tray of tools. Hands tried to pin me down, but my strength was surpris-
ing.	I	screamed	out:	“Nani o shiteiru!”	–	What	are	you	doing!?
 The force of my voice mimicked my strength and the metal latches that held me to the table 
snapped.	Everyone	was	pushed	back	by	the	force	and	I	fell	to	the	ground.	Tiles.	Sterile.	The	pungent	smell	
of	bleach.	Voices.	“Haiyaku!”
	 Damn.	There	was	a	door.	Amidst	the	5	bodies	strewn	on	the	floor,	the	metal	and	cold,	there	was	a	
door. And I was in a gown, with underwear clung to the sweat on my skin. Shit. 
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 With a snarl, I grabbed at the closest doctor. They all looked afraid, surprisingly, and would not stop 
me.	“Fuku.”	A	trembling	hand	pointed	to	the	side.	On	the	counter	were	folded	clothes	–	a	black	shirt	and	
leggings	–	and	a	pair	of	boots.	Were	they	mine?	I	threw	the	doctor	back	into	the	wall	where	I	am	sure	some-
thing	cracked.	Shamelessly,	I	pulled	off	the	gown	and	could	hear	them	whispering.	I	was	stunned,	and	not	
for	their	reactions.	Along	my	stomach	were	light	scars.	My	hand,	too.	A	thin	line	traced	between	my	palm	
and along my wrist. What had happened? 
	 Wailing	sirens	bellowed	out	from	the	ceilings,	followed	by	the	flashing	of	red	lights.	
	 “Fuck!”	One	of	them	had	tripped	the	alarm.	I	threw	on	the	clothes	and	shoes	in	a	quick	gesture.	Out	
the	door	I	sped	without	any	ideas	as	to	where	I	was	going.	The	hallway	was	just	as	bright	and	sterile	and	
the room. And the sirens kept going. I heard footsteps racing forward. I turned away and took a random 
hallway. This went on for about three abrupt turns until I was met at a stop. 
 It was a mini army of soldiers, sheathed in black, faces hidden, guns pointing. I wanted to crawl 
back, but any movement did not guarantee my life. 
	 A	slow	clap	parted	the	soldiers	down	the	middle.	“Excellent.	Very	excellent.”	The	voice	barely	reg-
istered	as	familiar.	“I	can’t	believe	it.	I	just	can’t	believe	that	you	broke	the	trance.”	It	was	a	Cheshire-smil-
ing voice that belonged to a Cheshire-smiling man. He was tall, old and wrinkled with aged yellow wisps 
of hair and a sour puckering face. He stood dressed in a fancy suit, white pants and a deep blue blazer. His 
tie	held	the	colors	of	the	American	flag.	“You’re	truly	amazing,	you	know?”
	 “What	are	you	taking	about?”
	 “You	really	don’t	remember?”	He	shook	the	shoulder	of	one	of	the	armed	soldiers.	“She	doesn’t	
remember!” 
 I felt more so uncomfortable than afraid. I couldn’t remember. The memories I tried to summon was 
all a blank. 
	 He	sniffled	and	talked	through	his	nose,	followed	by	this	throaty	chortled	breath	every	few	seconds.	
“You	see,	you’re	a	hero.	That’s	all,	that’s	good,	right?	You	serve	your	country.	You	are	a	patriot.	You	are	a	
hero.”
 The words he spouted rattled me. 
	 “You	don’t	believe	me?	The	scars	along	your	body	are	proof	enough.”	He	pointed	a	sausage	finger	
at	my	stomach.	“You	were	attacked	with	a	knife	there.	And	you	once	broke	ribs	in	a	battle.	There’s	another	
bruise	along	your	hip	and	your	right	thigh.	Most	of	them	are	on	your	arms.	You	like	defending	with	your	
arms. They’re from your missions, dear girl.”
	 My	own	hand	gripped	at	my	arm,	another	former	wound.	They	were	ridden	on	my	body,	just	as	he	
foretold.
	 “Now	then,	let	us	head	back	and	finish	the	tests	we	were	conducting.	Wanted	to	make	sure	you	were	
in tip-top shape, you know.”
 I could not stomach the words. 
	 “No.	No	I	won’t	go.”
	 “You	don’t	have	a	choice,”	he	waived	off	as	the	soldiers	crept	up.	
 They swung their weapons to the side and began to grab at my wrists. I refused to be taken again. 
Force	struck	through	my	muscles	as	I	yanked	them	forward	and	pushed	them	back	in	a	hard	jerk.	I	swung	
and moved and maneuvered and kicked and did all that I could until I lost energy and felt the soldiers hold-
ing me back by my limbs and hair. I kept struggling, until someone punched me in my stomach. I coughed 
out blood before falling to the ground. One of them kicked me and I went tumbling into the wall. I tried to 
get up, but the pain was fresh and new. 
	 I	heard	something	rattle	from	above.	Dust	and	cracks,	splintered	stone,	and	the	ceiling	fell	through	
on top of half of the army. The man who had given the orders to take me, he was astounded, and then red in 
the face with pure anger. 
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	 The	dust	hadn’t	the	chance	to	settle	once	when	a	cloaked	figure	leapt	down	from	the	hole.	Soldiers	
took	action	and	through	the	cloud	of	dust	and	debris,	I	saw	them	flung	back	on	by	one.	I	wanted	to	move,	
but	then	red	lasers	shot	out	in	all	direction	–	their	weapons	–	and	scorched	whatever	they	hit.	I	felt	an	arm	
hoist me up.
	 “MOVE!”	Somehow	I	was	on	my	feet,	running	through	the	labyrinth	of	this	facility	with	soldiers	
and	lasers	at	every	turn,	and	this	figure,	blue	tinted,	cropped	hair,	leading	the	way.	We	came	around	a	corner	
and hid within a crevice, one that our pursuers had failed to notice. They ran forward while we hid. I was 
pressed tightly into this person’s chest, so much that my breath was muzzled. But I could tell, even with-
out	being	able	to	look	up,	by	the	scent	of	withering	flowers	that	this	body	belonged	to	a	woman.	My	heart	
rattled, and not for the loss of breath. 
	 “Good,	they’re	gone,”	she	whispered.	
	 That’s	when	I	found	the	strength	and	room	to	pull	myself	from	her.	“Let	go,”	I	half-whispered	back.	
The space really only allowed for a foot-wide separation. Our feet were still on top of one another’s. 
	 She	spared	a	glance	at	my	recoil	before	poking	her	head	out	towards	the	hall.	“We’re	getting	out	of	
here, now.”
 She didn’t give me a chance to answer before having grabbed my wrist and yanked me forward, but 
this time in the opposite direction. 
	 “Will	you	at	least	fill	me	in	on	the	blanks	here?”	I	demanded.	
	 “Sure.	You’re	being	hunted.	I’m	saving	you.”
 She led us back to the hole in the ceiling. That man was waiting patiently with another mini army. 
My	entire	body	jumped	at	the	sight.	Did	she	really	think	he	wouldn’t	be	ready	and	waiting?
	 “No	way	out,”	the	man	smile.	
		 “Garron.”	
 Garron? Now that the name had been mentioned, I could recall a time ago when there was a busi-
nessman turned president who went by that name. He was that	Garron?	Frederick	Garron?
	 “I	am	flattered	that	a	terrorist	like	yourself	knows	my	name.	I	truly	am	honored.”
	 Red	dots	landed	on	our	bodies.	They	were	ready,	should	he	give	the	order.	Her	grip	on	my	wrist	
tightened. And I saw the faintest trace of a smile on her face. I pieced it together. The whole above was 
wide and waiting. She released my arm and placed her hands up as if to surrender. 
	 “Good	girl,”	Garron	cooed.	
	 That’s	when	she	frowned.	She	flicked	her	wrists	in	a	quick	gesture,	and	something	seemed	to	sizzle.	
The	cloak	she	was	wearing	went	up	in	black	heat-less	flames.	The	soldiers	and	Garron	were	taken	aback	
and	in	their	moment	of	confusion,	the	flames	swooped	up	and	encapsulated	her	and	I	together.	She	had	her	
arm	around	me,	bare	flesh	without	the	cloak	this	time,	and	I	felt	our	bodies	lift	in	a	sudden	rush.	We	left	
Garron’s screams behind as we fell up into the air and were guided along an invisible path, turning and 
maneuvering as if on a roller coaster.  
 I remember my stomach clenching in on itself before we were spit out onto a roof. She landed on 
her feet, the black vortex reforming her cloak, but I had stumbled out of her arms, coughing out for fresh 
dewy air. 
	 “The	first	time	is	always	the	hardest.”	Truth	to	her	words,	I	felt	like	retching.	But	I	brought	myself	
to my feet nonetheless.
	 It	was	night	out.	Cold	and	wet.	Dim	lights	pierced	through	the	fog.	I	could	hear	trains	whizzing	by,	
several of them at once. I recognized the train, the skyline. I had been here before. 
	 “Japan?”
 She barely nodded before marching forward. I felt a panic, unsure as to what she was about to do 
next. But she simply continued past me and exited through the door of the rooftop. I assumed I was to fol-
low her.
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	 The	stairway	creaked	beneath	us.	Four	flights	down	until	she	stopped	at	a	particular	door.	A	glance	
to the left, and then right, before spreading her palm facing the knob where black vines slithered from be-
neath her cloak. I heard the lock unhitch and she led us inside. 
	 “How	are	you	doing	that?”
 She didn’t answer. The inside of the apartment was made for two people, but it looked like a family 
of	five	had	been	living	here.	The	futon	was	still	out	in	the	main	space	with	the	kotatsu	tucked	in	the	corner.	
Dishes	piled	up	in	the	sink,	and	more	on	the	eating	surfaces.	The	blinds	were	drawn,	the	ceiling	low,	the	
floors	just	as	creaky	as	the	stairwell.	
	 “There’re	clothes	in	there	and	a	bathroom	in	there.	Wash	yourself	up.”	
	 “This	place,	it	doesn’t	belong	to	you.”	
 Her face was unapologetic as she turned towards the kitchen area and began rummaging through 
the	drawers.	“A	girl	lives	here.	There	should	be	something	of	hers	that	fits	you.”	Curiously,	I	stalked	into	
the	supposed	bedroom.	It	looked	like	a	teenager’s	room,	no	doubt.	There	were	posters	of	J-pop	and	K-pop	
bands that I think I had once known. There were several storage units, one dresser in particular that I began 
looking through. I tried to carefully select something without disturbing the other articles of clothing. The 
cautious side of me didn’t want anyone to know that we had been here. Although, the likelihood of being 
discovered seemed very, very low. 
 When I found something suitable, a box of makeup included, I crept into the bathroom.  
	 “Change	your	appearance.”	She	handed	me	a	pair	of	scissors	and	for	the	first	time	during	this	entire	
escapade, I had truly seen her face. Pale, with dark almond eyes and light scaring along her left cheek. Blue 
tinted hair. 
	 “What’s	your	name?”
 She walked away and left me to change. I locked the door to the cramped bathroom. There wasn’t 
even	a	tub.	Perhaps	that	was	in	a	different	part	of	the	apartment?	I	looked	at	the	mirror	harder	than	I	had	
looked	at	my	savior.	My	hair	was	a	mess,	thick	and	long,	curling	around	the	sweat	of	my	face.	My	face,	
wasn’t	it	rounder	before?	I	had	high	cheekbones,	but	looked	thin.	My	body	was	thin.	I	saw	myself	from	a	
side view were my hips curved out perfectly and my stomach was without a single bump of fat. I had the 
dancer’s body I had once wanted. But there were scars, more of them, in places that weren’t obvious. They 
were a lighter shade of brown than my already brown skin. And Garron had knowledge of all of them. I 
turned	to	examine	them	and	found	something	else.	Along	the	right	side	of	my	back	were	kanji	characters	
laid	out	vertically.	My	reading	was	still	poor	and	I	could	not	make	out	the	meaning.	Another	tattoo	was	on	
the	inside	of	my	right	wrist.	The	infinity	symbol.	And	along	the	left	side	of	my	ribcage,	3	tiny	black	curves	
–	birds.	The	back	of	my	neck,	the	Indian	Om	sign.	When	had	these	been	done?	For	what	reason?	I	used	to	
tell myself that tattoos were only to be done on special occasions for a sacred meaning. So what meaning 
did these tattoos hold for me in the years lost?
	 “Don’t	look	like	what	you	remember,	or	expected	for	that	much?”	Her	voice	sounded	blatant	with	
only a speck of sympathy. 
	 I	let	the	hot	water	run,	the	only	soothing	noise	to	calm	the	storm	of	questions	in	my	mind.	“What	
happened to me?” 
	 “You’ve	been	asleep.	But	Garron	wasn’t	necessarily	wrong	when	he	called	you	a	patriot.	In	a	way,	
you served his country.”
 There was a towel in the room that I used to wipe away the layer of sweat and grime on my body. It 
stained	the	fabric	brown.	“America,	still?”
	 “Your	country	also	isn’t	what	you	remember	it	to	be.”
	 “Is	that	why	I’m	in	Japan?”	
	 “Years	ago,	after	Garron	was	miraculously	elected	president,	Charles	Miller	was	assassinated.	If	
you	remember,	he	was	up	against	Julia	Wentworth	for	the	Democratic	nomination,	beloved	by	people	your	
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age, but couldn’t make the cut. Well, his death sent a shockwave of repercussions.” She continued speak-
ing	as	if	she	was	reciting	a	script.	“Mass	rioting	happened,	mainly	at	colleges,	to	the	point	where	Garron	
had to send in armed forced to quell the riots. Of course, with the already high racial tensions, it felt like 
the	1960s	all	over	again.	The	economy	was	also	suffering	with	Garron’s	newly	enforced	political	policies	
at	the	expense	of	the	taxpayers’	money.	Inflation	and	poverty	became	a	new	trend	for	several	years.	That’s	
when people went missing. When you’re too busy surviving, you don’t care to notice something like that. It 
becomes another trend of the times.”
 I felt my body tremble at the story. It was remembering something my mind could not. In the mirror 
faced	an	entirely	different	version	of	me.	I	took	the	scissors	and	started	chopping.	“I	was	one	of	them?”
	 “There	is	a	gene	expressed	in	a	certain	population	of	humans.	Think	X-Men to	help	you	relate.	Most	
people	do.”	Most	people	–	she	had	done	this	before.	
	 “Garron	was	in	the	business	of	‘Making	America	Great	Again’	long	before	his	political	campaign.	
Years	prior	to,	early	2000s,	he	partnered	with	some	pretty	insightful	scientists	in	Asia,	Japan	obviously	
being one of them, when this population of humans realized that they had some kind of power they were 
unaware	of.	High	intelligence,	incredible	strength,	and	then	something	else	that	bordered	magic.	Really,	
it’s all a higher level of science. There is no such thing as magic. No such thing as miracles.” Her tone had 
dropped here. Was she still talking to me?
	 “Anyway,	people	came	forward	asking	for	help,	thinking	that	they	were	suffering	from	disease.	
With	the	proper	moves	and	financial	backing,	Garron	made	deals	with	these	scientists	to	‘treat’	these	in-
dividuals.	Experiments	really,	that	bore	fruit	once	Garron	realized	that	he	could	induce	them	in	sleep	and	
control their mental and physical state. It quickly became about creating sleeper agents, and less about 
discovering the truth behind their abilities.”
	 “That’s	me	then?	That’s	what	I	am?”
	 It	wasn’t	just	a	door	that	separated	my	mind	from	her	truth,	it	was	everything.	Time,	memories.	I	
wasn’t the same person that I had remembered. I was older. 
	 “Was. Once we get you up to speed and out of Japan, you won’t be anything to Garron, or his coun-
try. That’s what we do.”
 I came out from the bathroom then. She cocked her head at me, approval I assumed. I was wearing 
a	fresh	pair	of	slim	jeans,	though	kept	the	boots.	The	girl’s	shoes	were	too	small.	But	her	shirt	fit	snug	and	
tight.	It	rose	a	bit	over	my	stomach,	but	the	jacket	was	warm	enough.	I	didn’t	have	on	jewelry	like	I	used	to.	
But	I	layered	my	face	with	heavy	makeup	like	before	–	I	felt	youthful.	And	my	hair,	the	black	was	cropped	
into short waves that swept up at my neck. 
	 “Who’s	we?	What	are	you,	exactly?”
	 She	rose	her	hand	and	poked	two	fingers	at	the	center	of	my	forehead.	“We	are	the	ones	that	wake	
you. We pry you from your former reality and pull you back into the truth. We get inside of your mind and 
rattle it with uncertainty until you can force yourself to wake.”
	 My	mind	flashed	back	to	the	blue	tinted	figure	from	the	dream.	
 
	 “We	are	triggers.”
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ON STRINGS WE STAND
 Maeve Nowak

On Strings
we stand before the Grand Puppeteer

waiting for our move to be made
for us

For	us
society has planned our life down to the last detail

grow up, settle down, grow old 
be the one

Be the One
who stands up and challenges

who sparks the revolution that turns followers 
into leaders

Into leaders
we shall make ourselves

to be strong, brave, compassionate
and knowing

And	Knowing
that to be the best that we can be we must work together

without	judgement	or	persecution
together

Together
in unity we can rise above what we thought possible 

to cut down what now hangs 
on fallen strings

On	Fallen	Strings
we stand before the puppeteer

waiting for our move to be made 
by us
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