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            PRAISE FOR THE “SEASON OF THE MONSTER” SAGA

          

        

      

    

    
      “SUPERBLY WELL-WRITTEN WITH PITCH-PERFECT PACING”

      
        
        
        “Buckle up for thrills, chills, and plenty of spine-tingling action and suspense in this high octane thriller/suspense novel. Riveting!”

        KRISTINE L. | REEDSY DISCOVERY

      

      

      

      “KEEPS GETTING BETTER”

      
        
        
        “As the series progresses, I feel more and more engaged. At this point I love Dakota, Bernie, and Samuel. Will they survive the Vespids? I hope so.”

        HOLLY H. | AMAZON

      

      

      

      “DON’T PACK YOUR BAGS”

      
        
        
        “[Humphreys is] going places with these Vespids. You however aren’t going on that mountain vacation because you’ll want to go on this thrill ride, cancel your plans and grab this book!”

        AMY P. | GOODREADS

      

      

      

      “WONDERFULLY CREEPY”

      
        
        
        “Arresting writing style and flowing prose frame this unique horror series. I had not read the first book but quickly caught the gist of what I had missed. Suspense, mystery, and non-stop action make this a winner!”

        BOOKS READ HERE | AMAZON
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        * * *

      

      “FANTASTIC READ!”

      
        
        
        “Amazing story! The imagery is fantastic, and makes me feel like I'm there, experiencing everything. Definitely would recommend and can't wait for the next one!”

        JOSH Z. | AMAZON

      

      

      

      “A 5 STAR OFFERING”

      
        
        
        “At no point did I feel bored or confused with the goings on despite there being so many different things happening throughout and for me this shows a truly talented author who understands exactly where he is going with this story.”

        FEEDMYREADS | GOODREADS

      

      

      

      “A RARE TREAT”

      
        
        
        “It has been a long time since I’ve taken the time to read a story in completion so fast but I was drawn to the monsters, trying to figure out what they were and if Ghini ever gets her daughter back. Definitely looking forward to reading the next book.”

        CJ LANDRY | GOODREADS

      

      

      

      “A QUICK AND WONDERFUL READ!”

      
        
        
        “The lore building in the book was amazing! It presented you with the information so organically that I highly enjoyed it. ”

        CANDICE | GOODREADS

      

      

      

      “I WHOLEHEARTEDLY RECOMMEND THIS BOOK!”

      
        
        
        “From the very beginning I was hooked. A thrilling story with lots of mysterious incidents. The author brings the characters to life, depicting their actions and motivations in a way that feels very realistic and relatable. I quickly found myself invested in their fates.”

        QUINN E. | GOODREADS
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        * * *

      

      Hey there reader!

      Yeah, I know, fourth wall break. But I want to be clear, this preface is a recap for Parts I-III of the Season of The Monster saga.

      Have trouble remembering what happened during SPRING, SUMMER, or FALL? Maybe you just don’t have it in you to go back and read all those chapters from the first three installments of the Season of The Monster saga. . . But you still want to dive into this finale?

      

      Well, I get that.

      

      So, sit back, relax, and enjoy the recap!

      

      P.S. If you want to move straight into the story of WINTER, feel free to skip ahead to Chapter 1, you won’t miss anything new. Promise.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SPRING
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        * * *

      

      Jeannie Freeman’s disappearance during the Rapid City Middle School’s field trip into the neighboring Black Hills of South Dakota was the local tragedy of the decade.

      Six months later, Detective Dakota ‘Dak’ Johnson unearthed a nightmarish Pandora’s box buried in the heart of this mystery. All it took was a single photograph.

      When he shows this image to the girl’s mother, Ghini Freeman — a woman who would sacrifice the world for one final moment with her “likkle girl” — everything changes.

      
        
        “I don’t know. I’m an old dog Ghini. Been doing this a long time, and seen a lotta things that I’d never want nobody to see. But this.” Dak pauses. The final commitment to what he’ll say next. “This hurts my head. Cuz my gut . . . See, it’s hollering that that’s Jeannie. But how’s she go and grow up a decade in six months?”

      

      

      Meanwhile, high above the city, within the wilds of the Black Hills, a mysterious woman, referring to herself as Queenie, stirred from a long slumber. Her motivations appeared simple. Feed and breed. As she assimilated more and more daughters into her brood, she established a colony hidden within the recesses of the aptly named forest of ebony stone.

      Her eyes were like none other. Their honeycombed appearance was a nightmarish sight, capable of hypnotizing any soul unfortunate enough to meet their gaze. Stingers atop each fingertip drugged all those she could get close enough to. And finally, there was the ‘Queen’s kiss.’ Hardly a show of affection, the method was purely a means to pass along the intoxicatingly sweet nectar-like saliva that subverted the wills of those she planned to assimilate into her colony. Only then were her victims prepared to be cocooned and reborn as Queenie’s offspring.

      
        
        There’s a burning chemical sensation in her fingertips, boiling, aching for release. A release that comes as Queenie drives her nails into the girl’s hand. Kari whimpers once more. Jason doesn’t even look back.

        The girl nods with a smile etched in fear, trying to pull away. But Queenie can’t let go. She needs to do one last thing. She slowly pushes the stolen sunglasses down the bridge of her nose, exposing her eyes. She watches with joy as Kari’s pupils swell against the colorful threads of her iris.

        “Your eyes. They’re. They’re. They—“ She trails off.

        Queenie whispers. “Tomorrow morning. Meet me in this same spot. Tell no one.”

        Without a word, she releases the girl, who turns and totters off the way she came.

        “Care! Where are you—what the⁠—“

        “Don’t mind her. Worry about yourself.”

        Queenie is on him before he can even register her movements. But it’s her strength that seems most inconceivable as she lifts him high into the air.

        Her fingers are warm inside his throat as the last pulses of his Adam’s apple fade against her palm.

      

      

      Queenie’s firstborn daughter, Kari, was everything she hoped for. Many of her other children proved to be of far less value.

      That was, until Mel came along.

      A daughter capable of becoming something greater than a mundane worker in the hive. As Mel studied her mother, she learned she could mimic many of the abilities that seemed exclusive to Queenie.

      Mel soon understood she could assimilate her own daughters — and sons.

      All the while, only one of these creatures grows suspicious of Mel. Despite her unanswered pleas to Queenie, Kari never convinces her mother of the danger that Mel poses.

      Unfettered, Mel ventured out on her own, doing as she pleased. Amidst her excursions, she shaved her flawless red hair down to a nub, conjuring images of a velvet ant. Eventually, this led to her new name — Velvet.

      
        
        “That name. It suits my new life. I feel — I feel like this was who I was meant to be. My perfect version.”

      

      

      As Spring swept through the Black Hills, Ghini sought aid from her friend, Samuel Clemens — no relation to the author. A man who, just so happens, has a nephew capable of shedding light on this woman with monstrous eyes.

      Together, the pair drove into the heart of the South Dakota Badlands, to the tiny town of Interior. There, they met Samuel’s nephew Bernie, who is a trans-man.

      At twelve, Bernie — then Bernice — encountered a woman with peculiar honeycomb-shaped eyes.

      
        
        “Know how if you look at someone’s eye just right you see the pupil is just like a hole, and the colored part is all these noodles or threads or ripples or whatever? Yeah, well her eye was like a honeycomb of that. Not a drop of white. The noodles wormed their way throughout her entire eye. So, it was full of these brownish-amber threads. And instead of one pit, she’s got this collection of oval-ey stop sign holes throughout. I don’t even know how to explain it right. Next thing I know, I come-to in a cave. Her eyes, then cave.”

      

      

      Bernie’s tale of monsters living within the forest proved difficult for Ghini to reconcile with her standard for reality. Something that, unfortunately, frustrated the quiet and reserved Samuel.

      
        
        “Listen well Ghini. Belief, faith, and trust . . . all three are things that’re incredibly different, but get mixed up. You can choose to believe in something like God or monsters. You can have faith that God looks out for you, and that locking yer door keeps ya safe from the monsters.

        “Trust is different. You trust the clergy to guide your faith, not because they have to, but because they want to. You trust that the silver bullet does the trick against the monster, not because you have to, but because that’s how others tell you they stopped it before you.

        “If you don’t want to believe Bernie, well that’s yours to decide, but I tell you what, there’s plenty of this world that we don’t understand. Yet, all us adults got a parental instinct. One that’s programmed into us through evolution. And this old man’s instincts believe that kid. I have faith that he is a good man and wouldn’t try to dupe me like that. But most importantly, I trust him with my life.”

      

      

      Their brief spat humbled Ghini and forced her into self-imposed isolation.

      Meanwhile, Velvet mastered her powers quickly and ventured away from Queenie’s hive to build her own colony in secret. With her, she brought one other — Sierra Kalisch — Velvet’s first experiment. The girl quickly became her right hand and aided Velvet in the cultivation of this new clandestine nest.

      When Sierra’s wealthy parents arrived from Texas, looking for their missing daughter, the entire Black Hills knew to stay on high alert for the missing girl. The search efforts eventually led Detective Johnson and his protégé Jontay Legends to a crime scene possibly related to Sierra’s disappearance.

      Detective Legends and a pair of uniformed officers venture out to the crime scene once more. Rather than turning up clues to the girl’s whereabouts, Officer Willow Bradley found Sierra with alarming swiftness.

      Unfortunately for Legends, this was a trap. Officer Bradley had already assimilated into Velvet’s hive and had instructions to abduct the detective.

      So Velvet could begin the next phase of her plan. Experimenting with a male monster.

      As the cool evenings of spring turned to the thick, stifling heat of summer, Ghini repaired the rift with Samuel. That’s when the man shares that he may know one more person with the knowledge they need to stop the monsters that she believes abducted her daughter.

      However, it will require a significantly longer road trip this time around.

      With summer days around the corner, Queenie finally divulged what she knew about her “magnificent Mel.” She was an alpha. A member of the hive, capable of the final metamorphosis. An ascension to Queen-hood.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SUMMER
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        * * *

      

      With the heat of summer hitting the area, both nests of creatures flood their numbers exponentially.

      Knowing that she can turn men into her own personal drones, Velvet set a plan in motion to capture a patsy. The unfortunate victim was Ghini’s coworker and friend Todd Dexter. Under the weight of her hypnotic prowess, Velvet framed the man for Sierra’s disappearance.

      Meanwhile, Velvet had grown consumed with a particular thought. A sensational theory, birthed from overhearing Ghini’s use of the word “likkle.” She had only ever heard the word uttered by one other voice. This became the impetus for a scheme to kidnap Ghini. If Velvet’s suspicions proved right, the woman might be Queenie’s biological relative. . .

      Unfortunately for the monstress, Ghini and Samuel had already left Rapid City.

      After a long day’s travel, the pair arrive at the Flandreau Indian Reservation to meet Manny Montoya and his brother Lawson. From the brothers, they learned of the Montoya family’s dark secret. Beneath their property, for almost twenty years, they kept an incarcerated creature. The brothers first referred to her as a creature called a Vespid. But soon Ghini and Dak learned she went by another name.

      Mother.

      When the pair finally laid eyes on the creature, they saw only a ghastly sight.

      
        
        Up close, it’s clear that the woman doesn’t look like she’s aged. Ghini would peg her to be around her mid to late thirties. Mostly due to the lack of blemishes on her near-pristine skin.

        On the other hand, she’s a monster.

        Her frame appears warped. All of her curves are angles. Bony, cartilaginous, defined angles. Everything from her jaw to her elbows, knees, hips, and ankles, looks sharp and pointed.

      

      

      However, what truly awaited them in the depths of that cellar, was a trap.

      Manny couldn’t let his secret shame leave that prison. The horrors his mother and brother unleashed were unforgivable. So, the man had every intention of feeding their guests to his family. But Ghini’s conviction for her daughter moved him, and so Manny sacrificed himself, allowing Samuel and her to escape.

      His last request was for them to blow the place sky-high. But not before taking his two decades’ worth of research with them.

      The pair’s return home proved to be a long misadventure that culminated in Samuel’s friend Jeffrey “Lumpy” Lumpp giving them a ride back to Samuel’s home in the Black Hills.

      When they reached Samuel’s doorstep, Ghini’s heart shattered into tiny shards. There, piled up on his stoop, was a mound of newspapers. The topmost bore a front-page headline and photo caption she would never unsee.

      
        
        Children’s Coach Responsible For Multiple Missing Women

        Pictured here, Todd Dexter, local AAU basketball coach, was shot and pronounced dead on the scene during an altercation with RCPD detectives after killing one woman and kidnapping another. Locals have dubbed him The Black Hills Giant.

      

      

      During Ghini and Samuel’s venture out East, the Vespids had been busy.

      While Velvet grew bolder and more confident in her abilities, her sister Kari suffered. Her mind withered beneath the hypnotic force of Queenie’s eyes. Birthing an opportunity for Velvet to manipulate her sister.

      Having learned of Ghini and Samuel’s return, Velvet cornered the mentally weakened Kari using her bright blue hive eyes and ordered Samuel’s abduction. However, she gave the woman two stipulations. Ghini was not to be harmed. And she would take Samuel to Queenie’s hive, not Velvet’s.

      It doesn’t take Kari long to seize the opportunity. In the brief instance where Samuel was alone at his bar, The Watering Hole, Kari pounced.

      Ghini arrived right as the monstress attempted to flee. And despite a brief shootout that wounded the creature, Kari fled into the woods.

      Back in Rapid City, Dak’s thirst for answers spurred him deeper into this mystery. Something buried in the recesses of his gut urged him to consider how Legends’ diminishing personality fit into the larger puzzle at hand. So Dak staked out his protégé’s home. There, he witnessed a horrific sight.

      A buzzed-cut, red-haired woman entered the home, where she confronted three surprise guests — Sierra Kalisch and her parents. The woman executed each one with inhuman strength, leaving only an unfazed Legends behind.

      Dak knew then that he had to warn Ghini.

      Unsure of what to do next, Ghini turned to the only person she thought would believe her, and more importantly, would want to rescue Samuel as much as herself — Bernie Clemens, Samuel’s nephew.

      Bernie did not have to think twice. The pair returned to Rapid City, where they accepted Dak’s invitation to meet, hoping to convince him of the reality they now faced. Except, the detective needed no persuading. His investigation had already uncovered too many questions that reality could not answer.

      Together, the three shared intel and formed a pact to destroy these monsters or die trying.

      Needing a base of operations, the group settled on using Samuel’s home — after all; he wasn’t there to use it.

      Velvet continued keeping tabs on Ghini, waiting for the right opportunity to snatch the woman. It was only when they took up residence at Samuel’s that she felt the moment arrive. So, she slunk through Queenie’s hive and found the easily exploitable Kari. The girl’s mind rotted beneath secrets Queenie buried deep in the recesses of her daughter’s memory. Making it that much easier for Velvet to bend Kari to her own will.

      That night, Kari and two other Vespids plunged through a skylight into Samuel’s living room. A desperate fight for survival ensued, and Ghini was horribly maimed.

      Enraged, Bernie exacted his revenge by slaying Kari. Together, Bernie and Dak dispatched the remaining Vespids before escaping into the night.

      Somewhere nearby, Queenie sat outside, basking in the warm summer night air as the squeal of tires and the scent of her dead children permeated the darkness. She was not angry. No, she felt pride, knowing that whoever was out there feared her wrath.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        FALL
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        * * *

      

      For Ghini, Dak, and Bernie, the seasons turned while they recovered at the home of Dak’s grandmother, Sue. The woman, recently diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, lived alone on the Cheyenne River Reservation north of Rapid City. There, the trio committed to stay until Ghini recovered from her wounds.

      
        
        [Ghini] had lost a lot of blood and nearly her right eye. A long deep scar now stretches from her left eyebrow, through the bridge of her nose, and down past the innermost edge of her right eye, terminating just before her cheekbone. The eye remains bloodshot, and the iris almost appears to leak into the white of her eye like a viscous milky honey. Her pupil has grown pale, almost ashy.

      

      

      Stir-crazy and healthy enough to be back on her feet, Ghini jumped at the opportunity to return to Rapid City when Dak received a call from Detective Mila Sommers. His counterpart had been keeping him updated on the strange occurrences throughout the area, but her newest revelation meant it was time for the trio to return.

      Without hesitation, they drove straight to Sommers’ home, where they learned of the mounting disappearances in their absence, which included the Chief of the RCPD. The only two allies they could trust were Sommers and a uniformed officer named Victor Paradiso, whom Dak loathed. He always considered the young officer thick-headed. The type who rarely understood when it was time to shut their mouth.

      Upon arriving at her home, Detective Sommers shared with the group her budding concern. The officer next in line for Chief of Police was a hard-nosed, iron-fist-wielding woman blessed with the demeanor to excel as a monster. Captain Courtlynn White.

      To the west, just outside the town of Deadwood, Velvet’s machinations produced an unforeseen complication. She began having blackouts. Episodes, which left her, not only amnesiac, but rousing in foreign locations. Paranoid and concerned that Queenie’s growing colony would thwart Velvet’s plans to build her own, she abandoned her nest, a secluded cave in the woods, and seceded from her mother’s children. However, not before planting a mole inside Queenie’s hive. The chosen infiltrator had been Velvet’s firstborn, Dezi, and beyond gathering intelligence, the young monstress had one other order — bring Samuel Clemens to Velvet the first chance she got.

      Queenie long expected Velvet to go into hiding. She knew her daughter’s alpha instincts would infect her with a compulsion to usurp Queenie’s throne at any cost. Fortunately, she was not as ignorant of Velvet’s schemes as she led on. She knew exactly where to find more information about her daughter’s whereabouts — Dezi.

      Four worker Vespids and two drones that stood intimidatingly taller than any member of either colony accompanied Queenie as she cornered Dezi. They removed the girl from her station overseeing the brood hive and replaced her with one of the mysterious newcomers. Each one bore a striking resemblance to the others, despite complexions and builds vastly different from one another.

      Unaware of this, Velvet stirs from yet another blackout in a foreign home. Piecing together her fragments of memory with what clues were in her immediate surroundings, she comes to understand she abducted the RCPD Chief of Police. More to her surprise, she found the man alive. However, he did not remain that way.

      When the news of Courtlynn White’s promotion to the rank of Chief reached Queenie’s ear, she jumped at the chance to assume power over the police force.

      The news also birthed an idea within the group attempting to stop her. They engineered a plot to abduct Detective Legends. Confident he had turned, they clung to a blip of hope that they could save him and all Queenie’s prisoners. The only problem was Officer Bradley, now Detective, who circled Legends like a hawk. If she proved too strong for them to handle, then the group would only have one option.

      So, a deadly resolve cemented itself amongst the group.

      During their abduction attempt, Bernie had no choice but to kill Detective Bradley. It proved the only way to save Dak from the Vespid’s vicious mauling.

      Knowing time was of the essence, they got Dak to the hospital, despite their apprehension for public spaces. Despite the hospital’s best efforts, his condition failed to improve and within a few days, the detective succumbed to his wounds.

      At Dak’s funeral, several members of the Cheyenne River Reservation, including his grandmother Sue, came to pay their respects. Ghini wanted to speak with the woman, but wouldn’t get the chance before Sue’s accompanying caregiver wheeled her to the ceremony.

      That was when Ghini spied an old leather-bound book with gold-inlaid glyphs of honeycombs resting across Sue’s lap.

      Following Dak’s internment, Ghini found Sue alone, in a near-comatose state. Both the nurse and the book were missing.

      Disoriented and uncomfortable, Dak stirs from a fugue on the floor of a damp cave, surrounded by stolen possessions. Near the periphery of a pile, lay a red leather tome with gold inlay script. He knew this book. So, he grabbed it and a set of clothes before escaping into the night.

      The group celebrated Dak’s return to Sommers’ doorstep after a brief debate about trusting him.

      Considering recent events and information obtained from Legends — who mistook Ghini for Queenie — they concluded Velvet masterminded Dak’s abduction. But they were not sure why. So, they concocted a plan to capture her.

      Together, the members of their hodgepodge group tracked Velvet to the neighborhood where the creatures built their newest hive. The same neighborhood where Samuel lived. Familiar with the subdivision’s layout, the group captured Velvet without difficulty.

      However, they were unaware it had only been easy because Velvet’s mind sat imprisoned within one of her blackout episodes.

      Not wanting to take her to Sommers’ home, let alone anywhere near Legends, they settled on using Samuel’s bar. Bernie let them in, and the group took what intel they garnered from Legends and struck a deal with Velvet, thinking they could save her and everyone else if they killed the Queen.

      In return, Velvet promised not to hurt them if their plan didn’t work. Sweetening her deal, she offered to lead as many of the creatures away from the Black Hills, giving Ghini and the others a fighting chance against Queenie’s hive.

      Back in the hills, Queenie was busy with her own interrogation. She ran Dezi through the meat grinder of questioning, torture, and mutilation. Frustrated with the girl’s allegiance to Velvet, Queenie issued a death sentence, and the Amazonian newcomers, whom she referred to as her “true children,” ended the girl’s life.

      When it came time to execute their attack on Queenie’s nest, the culminating confrontation occurred down in the basement of Queenie’s hive. There, in the mother of monsters’ private lair, Ghini learned her daughter was no longer alive. Only a shadow of her existence persisted within Queenie.

      And that shadow was enough.

      It was Jeannie Freeman’s willpower that bound the monster, granting Ghini the time necessary to say goodbye.

      Overhead, her friends dealt with the “true children.”

      And having obtained as much closure as she knew was possible, Ghini put an end to their nightmares.

      Or so they thought.

      Unsure if Queenie’s death freed those assimilated into the hive, Ghini returned to the others. All of whom stood in petrified terror as the news rattled off a story about an entire class of fifth-grade girls’ disappearance. A grainy image of Velvet flickered across the screen, and the anchor announced that this was someone of interest to the case.

      And with that, they all understood the creature played them. They were not victims, but unwitting accomplices to a grand plan of Velvet’s design.
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        * * *

      

      There you have it.

      

      Hopefully, a decent recap of SPRING, SUMMER, and FALL. New readers, I highly recommend going back and reading all three installments as prequels if you enjoy WINTER. All of which can be found at readsotm.com.

      

      Here’s to WINTER!

      

      Cheers.

      AJ

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART IV | WINTER
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            THAW

          

        

      

    

    
      The first snowstorm proved nothing more than a dusting that flittered on and off throughout the day. Its partner in crime, however, that biting chill of Jack Frost nipping at whatever flesh remained exposed to his frightening maw, clung to the land like a wolf’s jaw around the neck of its prey.

      Everyone who had grown to call this little nook of the country, ‘home,’ instinctively knew from that first spell — this winter was going to be a frigid slog.

      The second snow came as no surprise when it bore down on them like a wrecking ball. A full-blown blizzard. The accumulation was nothing more than a mere byproduct. This was foremost, a storm. An immense and amorphous mass of charcoal briquettes that hung low in the sky, bogged down by the weight of a massive payload. Howling winds struggled to shoo away the encroaching legion of gunmetal gray that consumed the area until the hefty mass blotted out the entire landscape. As the sun snatched away the day’s final dregs of color behind fading silhouettes of stony outcroppings, curtains of inch-wide flakes roared down from the heavens, and land devolved into a dim shell befitting Dickens’ spectre of future Christmases.

      High above, those sheer black crags appeared to erupt through the snowy landscape. It was as if the mighty stones tore themselves from earthly chambers to battle the ancient army of evergreens encircling them. Yet, neither hid those barren, sleeping giants, whose exposed deciduous skeletons flecked the cliff sides enough to conjure thoughts of a macabre wasteland.

      People in this part of the country generally have enough common sense to maneuver the winding landscape on the worst of days and to know when the roads are best left uninhabited. Usually, they hardly remained that way long. Typically, there was no shortage of plows in the area. So, the owners of lesser-equipped vehicles remained hyper-vigilant, awaiting the moment that someone granted their safe passage.

      This was the problem facing the current residents stranded inside the walls of Detective Mila Sommers’ home. Even though she lived outside The Hills, where the snowfall had been lighter, there remained a significant accumulation clogging the roads of her subdivision. And no member of their mismatched group, Sommers included, is of the well-prepared echelon. Further complicating things is the inescapable truth that there is a stillness consuming Rapid City. Very few people venture out into the snow-laden terrain, and even fewer government employees showed up to work the plows for the city.

      This forces speculation amongst themselves whether Bernie’s Uncle Samuel might own one, but traversing the terrain to his home poses an innumerable array of dread. The big two being: first, nothing more than hope told them the journey would be worthwhile; and second, their destination sat atop a hill beyond the smoldering hive they razed during their last foray into the depths of the Black Hills.

      The physical and emotional crash that beset each of them after the events of that night had been debilitating. But for none more so than Ghini. The memories of her time in the basement with Queenie continue driving a dagger of melancholy through her. From this, she is still recovering. Sets of eyes, accompany words both dark and gentle that hammer into her waking and unconscious dreams.

      Confined to the modest ranch home, they enjoyed a reprieve from the horrors of the last few months, but it has been far from restorative. More like the bell between the late rounds of a boxing match. Sure, punches have stopped flying, but this fight is far from over. The bell will ring like it always does. Legs will flex and bear weight once more, as fighters stride back to center ring.

      Built to capture the sunsets over the hills, the home’s West-facing windows now only offer a vantage of the dark, yet beautiful, procession of shadows gorging themselves on the landscape.

      This period of confinement has affected each of them differently. And for Ghini, this breeds a sense of detachment from the others. The incident has yet to break her. She continues to keep her friends close, but keeping to herself is easier. Being physically and mentally present with her motley crew of friends, warriors, family, or whatever they are to one another, has not been as difficult as withdrawing from them.

      However, she has no plans to reach for that last rung on the grieving ladder until she makes things right.
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The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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