





































































































Short Stories
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Moon of Awakening

Every story has a beginning. Sometimes an event in the
middle of the tale is mistaken for the true beginning, but the
story really began long before.

Long ago, in a land lost in time, the Panthress, assassin
and mercenary, was both feared and loved: feared by her ene-
mies, loved by her friends. Yet even her story has a begin-
ning, a dawning long before the world knew of her, and this
is that dawning . . . .

k ok ok

The moon rose, large and stately, through the clear night
sky, spreading her silver light across the valley, washing it of
color. Goldwater watched the moon through the window of
the small, dark hut, striving desperately to slow her ragged
breathing and calm her frantic heart.

This was the night! The first full moon after her thirteenth
nameday, This night was to be her Awakening!

Every member of the Clans had a Night of Awakening. It
was on this night that the Moon Goddess granted Her gift to
Her children. The Night of Awakening marked a turning
point, a coming of age for each Clan member, and
Goldwater’s time had come.

Goldwater waited. A breeze blew slightly chill through
the open window, piercing her thin linen shift and raising
gooseflesh on her bare arms. Goldwater shivered, in fear or
anticipation she did not know. Finally she heard the soft tread
of someone approaching the hut. The latch was lifted and the
door creaked open. Turning toward the sound, Goldwater
made out the form of her older sister, Civet, in the pale
moonlight pouring through the window.

Civet was a small, slightly built girl only two years older
than Goldwater. Two years ago, almost to the day, had been
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Civet’s Night of Awakening. Before then, she had been
known as Rainsong, with eyes as grey as a storm cloud. Now,
Civet’s eyes were a greenish-yellow, the same color as the
eyes of her namesake.

“It is time,” Civet said quietly. “Come.”

Goldwater stood up quickly and instantly regretted it. She
had fasted all day, and the sudden movement sent waves of
dizziness through her. When the nausea subsided, Goldwater
followed her sister outside and down the winding trail,
treacherous in the dark despite the bright moonlight, that led
to the Grove.

The Grove was a perfectly circular stand of ancient oaks
and sacred to the Moon Goddess. The trees ringed a glade in
which stood the altar to Mother Moon, now bedecked with
early spring flowers. It was here that Goldwater’s Awakening
would take place.

The Priestess of the Moon Goddess and all of
Goldwater’s Clan’s Elders awaited them when the two sisters
arrived. The Elders, men and women both, stood around the
glade’s perimeter just beneath the trees. Each wore a loose
white robe that stirred in the light breeze that whispered
through the branches above them.

The Priestess directed Goldwater to kneel before the
white stone altar that glowed at the touch of the moon’s rays,
while Civet took her own place beneath the trees with the
Clan Elders. As the moon began to rise over the treetops and
her light to shine into the glade, the Priestess and the Elders
began to chant:

“Li-hia Kala lia-ko k’sheara
Keh hi Neta Meshala . . ”
Mother Moon, we bring
Before You Your Daughter . . .

Goldwater closed her ice-blue eyes and lifted her face
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toward the moon, allowing her midnight-black hair to fall
down her back like a cloak. She let the chanting fill her,
soothe her. Slowly, Goldwater felt the Moon Goddess’s
power pour into her. And then the visions came.

The first was familiar: a dark shape with golden eyes
padding softly through her dreams, the same shadow that had
haunted Goldwater for months.

The vision changed, becoming a bloody battlefield filled
with the dead and dying, shifting to a dark alley and the glint
of a dagger. They changed again and again, each showing a
different scene. The visions came faster, too fast for
Goldwater’s mind to register them. And through them all
padded the dark shadow of her dreams.

The visions stopped suddenly and without warning.
Goldwater felt dizzy again, her head spinning from the
onrush of the many visions and their abrupt halt. Dimly, a
small part of her mind, amazingly still clear after the frenzied
pace of the visions, realized that what she had seen were
glimpses into her future.

A Voice came to her then, beautiful and haunting, and
somehow, some sense told Goldwater that it was the Moon
Mother Herself who spoke. “You possess the heart of a
Panthress, My Daughter, and so a Panthress you shall be.”

Pain! A burning fire running along her nerves, her bones
shifting and changing, her muscles screaming in agony as her
whole body transformed. Never had Goldwater imagined this,
Never had she guessed that the Awakening would hurt so
much!

Finally, the pain ended and Goldwater sagged in relief.
Slowly she became aware of her surroundings. She could
smell the others in the Grove near her: lion, tiger, leopard,
civet. . .

The Priestess’s voice, soft and low, roused her. “Arise,
Panthress, and be greeted by your Brother and Sisters.”
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The one once called Goldwater stretched luxuriantly. She
marveled at the feel of her body in the wake of the
Awakening, reveled in all the sounds and smells she had
never before noticed. She didn’t need to look to see the silken
black fur that now clothed her body, to see that neither she
nor any of the others in the Grove wore their human forms.

With a soft sigh, the Panthress opened golden eyes to see
a world made new beneath her Moon of Awakening.

Melissa Nichols, 18, First Place
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The Fabulist

His real name was Philip Kristof — everybody knew it —
but he insisted on being called Senor Gambit. He wore a
fedora and sampled produce with a Bowie knife. He insisted
on his groceries being bagged “faster than a shortfin mako,”
and always had a comment about the periodicals next to the
express line (“Elvis Seen in Child’s Pudding? Why, the King
and I hunted rhinos just four weeks ago!”) But today, Senor
was worse than usual.

He had picked on Peter for two years, since the boy start-
ed at Kroger’s. He made fun of Peter’s apron, told him he
should be lifting weights, and asked him weekly, “How goes
it with the ladies, my boy?” Peter decided to grin and bear it.
Today, Senor walked up to the register with two baskets of
canned food. (He didn’t like to push a cart — “Makes me look
like a pregnant woman,” he said.) He put the baskets on the
circular conveyor and removed a snakeskin money clip from
his khaki vest.

“So, Pete, how goes it with the ladies?”

“Fine, Mr. Kiist . . .Senor. Going fine.”

“Fantastic. Why, when I was your age —”

“Paper or plastic today, Senor?”

“Neither, my boy. Today, I’ll be carrying my bounty in
this rucksack I purchased from an Australian peddler.”

“Okay.”

“A vile race, the Australians. No wonder: descended from
convicts, you see.”

“Mm-hm.”

Wanda added the total on the register one can at a time.

Peter noticed they were all the same: Campbell’s Chunky
Chicken. Senor Gambit turned to Wanda.
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“Miss, the soups are identical. There are thirty of them,
one for every night of my journey to the Dark Continent.
Now, type in the price of one can, and multiply by thirty. It’s
simple. Really woman, you oughtn’t breed.”

Wanda was speechless.

He went on: “Sometimes I think the people of Guam were
onto something — exiling women after they’d given birth. If
only they didn’t eat their young. Truly a savage people.”

Peter couldn’t take it any more. “Hey, Phil, shut up.”
The old man dropped his money clip. “Pardon?”

“You come in here once a week, you buy weird food, you
make up stories about places you’ve never been and people
you’ve never met. You usually just make fun of me, and that’s
fine. I can take it. I pretend you’re a TV actor or a mental
patient or...an actor on TV playing a mental patient. But this
is too much. I know I’m young, I know you don’t respect
guys who wear aprons, I know I’ll never be a real man until I
kill an alligator with my bare hands. I also know you’re a
lonely, mean old bastard who should do the world a service
and die.”

The store froze. Peter didn’t realize the volume his voice
had reached. He was yelling, and everyone heard him.
Wanda’s eyes were wide and unblinking. The people in line
stood mouths ajar. The store manager held open the lid of a
bulk container, letting granola spill onto the floor. Senor
Gambit threw back his head and started to laugh.

“Bravo, Peter! Ole! A perfectly smashing outburst! I
haven’t seen such verbal ebullition since my Moscow days.
Kudos, my boy!”

Peter looked at Wanda. He looked at his tattered Reeboks.
He looked at the old man in front of him.

“Paper or plastic?”
Jonas Lerman, 17, Second Place
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“Zero Fighter’s Friend”

I am early, T-minus 30 minutes, but I have come to see
the action. A small man is hunched over a device that few
understand. I am one of the few cursed to know its power. All
the little man knows is that he has to push a button. He
sweats as he presses the red button. Red for blood, blood on
his hands. The countdown begins. He wipes his brow with a
trembling hand and then he removes a picture from his wal-
let. It is old and stained with blood and dirt. He kisses it, then
walks to a window over-looking the square. He spreads his
arms and flies.

I follow him.

He waves his arms and his tears freeze in the air as time
slows. I grasp his hand and pull it out of his body. He slowly
leaves his now useless flesh behind. He stares at me, still cry-
ing.

Crash!

He glances down to see himself smashing into the
cement, parting a crowd that had gathered there for hours.
Like water, they close in on the spot of impact. He asks me a
question. My answer is yes.

I leave him. T minus 28 minutes and 32 seconds.

I visit a woman alone in a corner of a bar. She is drink-
ing. The bar is dirty and she is left in a corner as the others
gather around the TV. I watch her and wait. She sees me, she
sees the eyes; tunnels without a light. She gives a silent
scream before she collapses. Her head bounces against the
counter. The others do not even notice her between their
bursts of ecstasy.

T-minus 23 minutes and 7 seconds.

There is a man in a dirty hotel room. He has his family in
front of him. He holds a shiny toy in his hand and the other is
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in an angry fist. While the mother and child see my face in
this toy, the father does not know where I am. I am every-
where. He nervously glances around the room, yelling, wav-
ing his toy.

This is a new toy; it has a gleam to it. The child wants it.
She reaches her hand out for it, she wails. The man swings
the toy in her direction, but the mother restrains her. They are
all crying. Nobody in sight to help. Then an angel appears;
outside the window it drops. One of my more experienced
messengers. He too carries a toy, his is used, old, broken in.
The father turns around but I am too fast, he is mine.

T-minus 18 minutes and 42 seconds.

I visit a temple. This one I see knows me, and he smiles,
before plunging the knife aimed at his bowels, preparing for
the “millennial doom.” His mouth is open, and the man
behind him finished his agony with a swift move. His life
spills forth, but I embrace him. I move on.

T-minus 2 minutes and 6 seconds.

I visit a place of the sick. Doctors rush up and down the
hallways. Many wail in agony, some with self-inflicted
wounds. These very halls are continuously filled with my
presence. I meet a man, surrounded by nurses and family.
There is much commotion in the small room. He is being
pumped full of different medicines and his shell is being
shocked by electricity. Then he eyes roll into the back of his
head and he sees me, but he also sees a light, His eyes roll
back and he coughs and the family rushes toward him. He
embraces life once more but he only delayed the inevitable.

T-minus 30 seconds.

The crowd moves in a singular motion. Time slows as the
apple moves down. Smiles are upon billions. This planet will
be changed in a fraction of a second. They smile, counting.

T-minus 10 seconds.
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They count, crowding in, their hands move as one. I reach
out to the crowds. Their end is near. First a blinding flash and
I engulf them, 3,648,327 of them. The rest will be claimed
later. Their smiles will not cheer another being. My task is
done before the dust settles.

After my task, I travel to a far away place on this planet
to visit a friend of mine. I watch him as he sips a cup of tea
from an old cup, chipped and cracked. He sits in his chair,
and around him he has many televisions set up. Outside his
comfortable rooms, he can hear guns firing and he takes
another sip of his tea. He suddenly hears a great banging
noise outside his door. He looks up at one of his televisions
and sees that it has changed from a picture, to static. He
smiles and takes another sip. He hears another noise outside
his door. He turns and looks over his shoulder. He puts his
teacup down in its saucer on the floor and takes a deep sigh.
He stands up and takes a look back at the static filled moni-
tor. He then removes a small silver gun from under his chair’s
cushion. He looks at the monitor and fires.

This is my time, the second that the bullet enters his skull
and tears through his brain. I walk over and touch his hand,
he looks up, and he sees me, he sees his only friend now, the
only winner of this game. For I am your destiny and your
fate, for I am the Zero Fighter’s Friend and you are mine.

Sage Wohns, 16, Third Place
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River of Love

I sat there by the river humming a sad tune. From time to
time my eyes would drift out across the water. The river was
as still as glass. A slight breeze blew through the trees, and
rustled my long red hair. The moon shone bright and full in
the night sky. Everything was peaceful.

Suddenly the river started to move. I looked at the ripples
on the water and then around. On the opposite bank stood a
young man. Young as humans reckon age, he had lustrous
brown hair that fell around his shoulders. He smiled at me,
and I smiled back despite the fact that he had disturbed my
river.

“And how are you this fine evening elfish girl?” he asked.
So he had noticed my pointed ears.

“Quite fine young sir, and you?”

“My night was going quite poorly, until I saw you.” My
heart leapt into my throat. I swallowed and stood, brushing
off my long, white dress.

“Careful what you say,” I told him. He stared at me, and
started to swim across the river. The second he touched the
water I knew him. Every thought and emotion that had ever
passed through his head. He climbed out of the river and
stood before me. His eyes were as green as the trees and his
skin was a healthy tan. He looked at me and smiled, eyes fill
with love and joy. Those emotions transferred to his voice.

“Many nights I have seen you sitting here. Many nights I
have seen you in my dreams. You, who have bewitched me
with your flame red hair, your blood red lips, your moon pale
skin, and your eyes. It was those river blue eyes that called to
me.” He placed a hand on my hip and the other on my face.

“How can you love me when you don’t know me?” I
asked softly.
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“Ah, but I do know you. In my dreams you would talk to
me.” The love and affection that was so open on his face was
surprising. What surprised me more was that I felt the same
way. I placed a hand on either side of his face and looked into
his eyes.

“You must know what you are dealing with first.” I guid-
ed him to the river’s edge, and there we sat. “Look into the
water.” He obeyed and suddenly the surface lit up.

He saw me when I had been young and foolish. I rejected
the love of my town’s chief. Not only was he our leader, but a
powerful sorcerer. I had been adopted into that elfish town
and was to be grateful for everything I had been given. Then
the leader tried to force his love on me, and I ran. I ran away
from the town, as far as I could. Eventually he caught up with
me on the bank of the river. He said that for scorning his love
and affection, I would remain tied to the river, become one
with it. He told me that a river can’t be loved or needed, and I
would remain alone forever, and that my affection would only
bring death. Kissing me was like being trapped under water
until your lungs burst. You can’t kiss a river.

The young man turned to me.

“Do you still love me? After seeing that?” He didn’t
answer, he just gathered me in his arms and kissed me. When
we parted, his eyes were wide. His lips formed the words I
love you, and then the life left his body. Very gently, I laid
him in the river and watched as the water swallowed him up.
Then I sat down on the bank and cried. I cried because he
was dead, because my nature had killed him, and because for
one moment in 1,000 years, I had known happiness.

Nikki Dounok, 15, Fourth Place
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