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This book is not for the faint of heart. White Hands, Dark Ends delves into the depths of horror, the macabre, and the consequences of curiosity. The characters within these pages do exactly what you scream at the screen for them not to do—but unlike in the movies, there are no lucky escapes. No last-minute rescues. No mercy. This story contains unsettling imagery, supernatural horror, psychological terror, and themes that may be disturbing to some readers. Proceed with caution. You have been warned.

Welcome to White Hands, Dark Ends—and whatever you do, don't touch that.

 








  
  









For the ones who scream at the screen,


who know better than to touch what shouldn’t be touched,


who warn the characters even when they won’t listen.


This is for you—


but don’t get too comfortable.

















  
  









"There are some secrets which do not permit themselves to be told." ~ Edgar Allen Poe














  
  
Preface




Horror has always been a mirror. It reflects the fears we bury, the truths we avoid, and the histories we try to forget. 

White Hands, Dark Ends is a work of supernatural horror, but it is also a story about memory. It draws from ancestral pain, generational trauma, and the dangers of dismissing history. The ghosts and curses in these pages are metaphors. For arrogance, for denial, for the way racism lingers long after laws change. 

This book is not about race as an enemy. It is about what happens when people mock, ignore, or exploit legacies they do not understand. The consequences my characters face are not because of their skin color, but because of their choices. Some listen. Some learn. Some don’t. And horror, true to form, shows us what happens when warnings go unheeded. 

As a Black writer, I wrote this book to honor ancestors, to speak to resilience, and to explore how horror can give voice to history’s silenced screams. The humor, the sharp dialogue, the supernatural punishments; they are not weapons of hate, but tools of storytelling. 

Enter with caution, but also with understanding. The real terror is not the ghosts or demons. It is forgetting. 

 

— Tysha Slade 
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The river was always there, winding through the dense forest like a vein of dark memory. Locals called it The Waded Waters, and its reputation grew infamous over centuries. Tourists laughed at the warnings, but those who dared to step too close; especially white tourists, never returned. Their whispers haunted the air like old hymns, sung off-key. Sienna had lived by the water her entire life. At seventeen, she knew the tales better than most. Her grandmother, Mama Rae, always said the water wasn’t cursed-it was alive. 

It wasn’t until Sienna first touched the river that she understood. That’s when she first realized she had some sort of power that the river bestowed upon her. She named it The Echo of Roots. The ancestors sang through its currents, their pain wrapped in a mournful rhythm that only Sienna seemed to hear. The hot air was thick and unnaturally still by the river. Sienna stood at the bank, her feet rooted in the mud, as the whispers began a low, mournful hum.

“Wade in the water. Wade in the water, children. Wade in the water. God's gonna trouble the water.”

A vision came to Sienna in a rush, like a wave crashing over her. One moment, she was standing at the edge of the Waded Waters; and the next, she was someone else entirely-a young girl, barefoot and trembling standing in a dimly lit hut. The girl’s name was Adunni. Sienna could feel her heartbeat, rapid and terrified, pounding like a drum in her chest.

The night was thick with heat, the air alive with the chirping of insects and the distant hum of laughter from a nearby village gathering. But inside the hut, all was still.

Adunni’s mother crouched by the fire, braiding another woman’s hair. Her father sat at the doorway, sharpening a blade. The smell of roasted yams lingered in the air, a reminder of the meal they had shared earlier. Then came the sound—a low, guttural growl, like the earth itself had spoken. Adunni’s father froze, his hand tightening around the blade. He glanced at her mother, who dropped the braid and stood, her face pale.

“Stay here,” her father whispered, his voice steady but tight with fear. He stepped out into the night, disappearing into the shadows. Adunni clutched her mother’s hand, her small fingers digging into the woman’s rough, calloused palm.

“Amá,” she whispered, tears welling in her eyes. “What is it?”

Her mother didn’t answer, her eyes fixed on the doorway. And then it came. The first scream tore through the night like a jagged blade, followed by the sound of chaos—shouts, the clash of metal, the wailing of women.

“Adunni, hide!” her mother cried, shoving her toward a pile of woven mats in the corner.

Adunni scrambled under them, her heart pounding so loudly she thought it might give her away. She peeked through a small gap, her breath shallow. Men burst into the hut, their faces shadowed by the firelight. They were strangers, their skin pale under the flickering flames. Their eyes were cold, their movements swift and brutal. Her mother screamed, lunging at one of them, but he struck her with the butt of his rifle. She fell to the ground, blood trickling from her temple.

Adunni bit her lip to stifle her sobs. The men spoke in a language she didn't understand, their voices harsh and commanding. One of them dragged her mother to her feet, tying her wrists with coarse rope. Another ransacked the hut, throwing aside baskets and smashing clay pots. Adunni’s father burst in, his blade raised. He managed to strike one of the men, but another fired a shot.

The sound was deafening, as her father crumpled to the ground, his blood pooling on the dirt floor. Adunni’s scream escaped her before she could stop it. The men turned, their eyes locking on her hiding spot. One of them grabbed her by the ankle, dragging her out from under the mats. She kicked and screamed, but his grip was ironclad.

“Let her go!” her mother cried, struggling against her captors.

The man carrying Adunni laughed, his voice cold and hollow. He slung her over his shoulder like she was a sack of grains. As they marched out of the hut, Adunni caught one last glimpse of her home. The fire flickered weakly, casting long shadows over her father’s limp body. Her mother’s screams faded as the men dragged her away. Huts burned, as the air was thick with smoke and ash. Women and children were herded together, their cries piercing the night.

The men who fought back lay scattered on the ground, motionless. Adunni was thrown into a wooden cage along with others. The bars smelled of salt and rot, and the floor was slick with filth. She huddled in the corner, her tears soaking into her dress. Through Sienna’s eyes, she felt every ounce of Adunni’s terror, her confusion, her grief. She could hear the whispered prayers of the captives, their pleas to Gods she didn’t recognize. And then, as the ship’s sails unfurled and the horizon swallowed the land, Adunni whispered a prayer of her own.

“May the waters carry our pain, and may the earth never forget.”

The vision faded, and Sienna gasped, stumbling back to the edge of the Waded Waters. She clutched her chest, the weight of Adunni’s pain pressing down on her. The whispers in the water grew louder, echoing the prayer.

The river never forgot. Behind her, the crunch of boots on gravel startled her. A white man, his khaki pants smeared with dirt, his boots caked with mud, and his flashlight bobbing with each step, emerged from the bush. 

“Hey, kid,” he called, voice too loud in the stillness. “What are you doing out here? This isn’t a playground.”

Sienna didn’t answer, her eyes locked on the shifting water. The man chuckled, stepping closer. 

“C’mon now, you scared of a little water? What’s this all about, anyway? Some old ghost story to keep folks like me away?’” He laughed, tossing a rock into the river.

“Don’t.” Sienna said quietly. The man ignored her, crouching by the water’s edge. 

“Looks harmless to me. Maybe your people just needed something to scare each other with back in the day.”

Before he could say another word, the mud shifted, and slick, groping strands of water surged, coiling around his legs.

“What the—” He clawed at the ground, trying to pull free. The river didn’t give him a chance. It yanked him forward, dragging him towards the depths.

“Help me!” he screamed, but the river was relentless. Sienna stepped back.

“I told you…”

The whispers grew louder as the water swallowed him whole. The river calmed, its surface smooth and silent. Sienna stood there motionless as she stared at the calm river, her breath shaken, and hands trembling.

"I don't know why this keeps happening. They never listen to me." Sienna mumbles as she leaves.

“It happened again,” Sienna muttered, arms wrapped around her knees as she sat on the porch steps. 

Amari leaned against the railing. “Another one?” 

“White tourist,” Sienna said softly. “Didn’t listen.” 

Amari scoffed. “They never do.” 

The triplets appeared like clockwork; Adaliyah leading, Daylen and Aaliyah behind her, all with arms crossed and matching scowls. 

“You know how white folks are,” Adaliyah said. “They see something cursed and go, ‘Oooh, shiny!’ then wonder why their soul’s getting gurgled because the oogity boogity got em.” 

Aaliyah popped her gum. “One minute it’s folklore, next minute they’re fertilizer.” 

“Y’all are ridiculous,” Sienna said, but the tension in her shoulders eased. “But,” she added, frowning, “the river… it called to me again. Like it was showing me something.” 

Amari’s voice dropped low. “The river’s not just water, Sisi. It’s memory. It’s history. And it doesn’t play nice.” 

Before anyone could respond, footsteps crunched up the path. Emily. And Ryan. 

“Hey, Sienna,” Emily said, breathless but smiling. “We made it.” 

Ryan lagged behind, already kicking rocks toward the bank. The triplets stilled with folded arms, and synchronized glares. 

“What’s he doing here?” Daylen asked, deadpan. 

Emily shifted nervously. “He’s just curious about the stories. He won’t cause trouble.” 

Ryan snorted. “You all act like some ghost stories are real or something. Bet it was just runaway prisoners who didn’t want to work.” 

The porch went still. Even the bugs stopped humming. Sienna stood slowly, her face unreadable.

Amari’s voice was low and lethal. “I know this discharge demon did not just say that.” 

Emily whipped around. “Ryan!” 

“What? I’m just saying. If they were strong, they wouldn’t have been slaves in the first place.” 

Aaliyah stepped off the porch. “Strike one you seasonable challenged skid mark.” 

“Li-Li,” Adaliyah warned, grabbing her arm. “Not here. Not now.” 

Amari didn’t move. Just tilted her head. “Emily,” she said flatly. “You better leash Jim Crow Jr. before the river does.” 

Ryan rolled his eyes. “It’s just a story.” 

Amari smirked coldly. “So was the Titanic, and guess what expired oatmeal packet? That sank too.” 

Emily turned, eyes pleading. “He doesn’t mean it.” 

Sienna didn’t speak as she entered her home. The river whispered behind her. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of home—faint cinnamon, grease, and something warm bubbling on the stove. 

“Mama and Daddy should be home any minute. Daddy will pack and leave.” Sienna said, pulling mixing bowls from the cabinet. 

“We didn’t eat,” Daylen said, flopping onto a stool. 

“You’re just here for the food,” Amari teased. 

“Obviously,” Daylen replied. “And the company.” 

Sienna moved through the kitchen with ease, hands steady despite the morning’s heaviness. Belgian Waffles sizzled. Eggs cracked. Cheese grits stirred slow in the pot. 

“I still can’t believe that boy,” Adaliyah muttered, leaning on the counter. 

“Don’t bring him up while I’m cooking,” Sienna said. “You’ll mess up the vibe.” 

By the time her parents walked in, still groggy from travel—she was plating whipped-cream waffles and pouring fresh orange juice. 

“Breakfast’s ready!” she called, laying down strawberries like jewels on a golden plate. 

Everyone gathered at the table, the smell of bacon softening the mood. For a moment, everything felt safe again. Almost.  


      ***Late evening, Ryan snuck away to the river, ignoring Emily’s warnings. Sienna’s mother called it an early night. The girls were in the family room watching cheesy 2000’s horror movies. Sienna gets up and follows Ryan a few minutes later. She spotted him tossing rocks into the water and ran to stop him.

“Ryan! What are you doing?!” she yelled, running towards him.

Ryan turned, smirking. “Just proving this whole thing is fake. Look, no ‘ancestors’ coming to get me.” 

The water began to ripple unnaturally, the whispers growing louder.

“Ryan, get away from the river!” Sienna shouted.

Amari, Adaliyah, Daylen and Aaliyah appear behind Sienna. Emily arrives shortly afterwards.

“Why? Afraid of some old ghost stories?” Ryan laughed, stepping closer to the edge. “What are they gonna do? They’re dead. They didn’t even fight back when they had the chance! Maybe if the criminals were stronger, they wouldn’t have been slaves in the first place.”

“That’s two strikes you cornstarch colonizer!” Amari barks.

“Ryan I have warned you about your racist tendencies. Now-” The river exploded, cutting Sienna off. Wraith-like-ribbons of water shot up, grabbing Ryan’s legs. 

“What the—” He screamed, clawing at the mud.

“Ryan!” Emily screamed, running toward him. Sienna grabbed her arm. 

“Stay back!”

“Help him!” Emily cried, tears streaming down her face.

“Help me! Sienna help!” Ryan begs.

Amari stood frozen; her arms crossed. “This is what happens when you disrespect the river.”

“Amari I’m sorry! Please, help!” 

Emily whirled on her. “You’re just going to let him die?! He’s a kid!”

“He’s a racist,” Amari snapped. “And racist words have power. He’s suffering the consequences of his own actions.”

Emily’s voice broke. “He’s not some Proud Boy MAGA Patriot! He’s a ten-year-old being groomed by our parents’ ignorance!”

“Well Marshmallow Maggot Jr. sure is acting like one.” Amari fires back.

Emily pushed forward, her hands trembling. But the river’s pull was too strong. Ryan slipped beneath the surface; his screams silenced. The river rises again. Sienna races forward, snatching up Emily before she’s a goner too. Emily stands, furiously shaking Sisi off her. She looks at the water once more, before storming furiously back into the house. Everyone else follows.

“I can’t believe you all just stood there and let him get taken!” Emily lashes out. 

Sienna looked up slowly from where she sat on the floor, her voice calm but edged with steel. “We didn’t let anything happen. We warned the Yeast Yeti Caucasoid.” 

“He’s ten!” Emily snapped. “He doesn’t know any better!” 

“Old enough to say what he said. Old enough to ignore every warning,” Amari said, arms folded tight. 

“You expect a child to be perfect?” 

“No,” Daylen cut in, voice low. “We expect him not to spit on our ancestors while standing on sacred ground.” 

Emily’s eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m his sister. I’ve tried—God, I’ve tried to teach him better. But he’s still a kid. He can learn.” 

“Then maybe he should’ve started yesterday,” Aaliyah muttered. 

“I’ll do whatever it takes to save him. We should be calling the police!” Emily frantically grabs her phone. Adaliyah grabs the phone from Emily.

“We’re not calling the police. The last thing we need is more dead bodies.” Adaliyah says.

“Ryan’s not dead yet! And what do you mean by more dead bodies? The cops can help us!”

“Adaliyah's right. If we call the police, we’re getting shot dead for a missing little white boy. A house full of negroes with one scared little white girl who says her little white brother is missing, warrants death in their eyes.” Daylen chimes in.

“You’re being ridiculous Daylen. No one will be shot dead. They will protect and serve. I’ll tell them you guys didn’t do it. There’s no way they will shoot you without good reasoning.” Emily fires back.

“There it is. The white fragility. The moment our people are in immediate danger, white people suddenly cannot see the truth. I knew all that marching around, hashtags, and tweets are just for show. Refusing to believe in the raw reality. Wake up white girl. Call them cops if you wanna. But just know me, Sienna, her mother, and the triplets’ bloods are on your hands. Good luck with finding your blanco bandit brother. I’m out.” Amari leaves out. Aaliyah follows Amari.

Emily’s gaze swept the room. “I thought you were my friends.” 

Sienna rose to her feet. “We are. That’s why we pulled you back. But Ryan crossed a line. Again.”  

“He’s ten! He doesn't deserve death.”

“This isn’t the first time Ryan said racist remarks. I told him he had one more time to say something like that again. He chose to sneak out of the house, go by the waded water, be racist again and got yoked up because he was too close. It’s hard to just see him as a ten-year-old kid when he keeps disrespecting our ancestors. You heard what he said.” Sienna responds coldly.

“In case you forgot white girl, he called our ancestors prisoners, criminals, said they should’ve stayed in the cotton field and if they were stronger, they wouldn’t have been slaves.” Daylen reminds Emily.

“It was messed up for him, I admit it. I’m sorry for what he said. It was racist. But please I must save my brother. I’ll make sure he’ll never say it again.”

“That’s what you said last time.” Aaliyah says, walking in. Amari follows. 

“I know and he was doing better. I’ll be more on top of it.”

“When my mom wakes up in the morning, we can tell her. Just do not called the police.” Sienna says.

“Okay, I won’t. I’m just scared.”

“He’ll be fine.”

Amari checks the time. “Sun’s coming up in a few hours. We need to sleep.”

“You guys go to sleep. I’ll think of a plan to save my brother.”

The girls get in their sleeping bags and go to sleep, all except for Emily. She grabs paper and pen, sitting at Sienna’s desk and scribbles frantically, using her flashlight from her iPhone to draw up plans. 


      ***Later that night, the house was silent. Sienna had been woken up by one of her dreams of the river. She sat by the window, staring at the moonlit river. The creak of a floorboard caught her attention. She followed and stopped to see Emily sneaking out the back door.

“Emily!” Sienna hissed, running to stop her. “Where are you going?”

“I’m getting Ryan,” Emily said, her voice shaking. “I can’t just leave him there. I cannot wait until sunrise.”

“You’ll drown,” Sienna said firmly.

“Then what am I supposed to do?” Emily sobbed. “I can’t lose him, Sienna.”

Sienna hesitated, then nodded. “Stay here. I’ll go.”

Emily grabbed her arm. “Sisi you don’t have to do this.”

“Yes, I do,” Sienna said, her voice steady. “I don’t know how to explain it but, the river listens to me.”

Sienna gives Emily a warm bear hug before slipping out of the back door. She knows that The Echo of Roots is a unique and profound supernatural power, deeply connected to the legacy of her enslaved ancestors and their resilience, pain and wisdom. The power serves as a bridge between the present, and the past, allowing Sienna to channel the energy, memories, and strength of her lineage.

So far,  Sienna knew through the whispers and voices of her ancestors whether in this realm or the other, she has a connection to the ancestors. Also, when activated, The Echo of Roots manifests as a radiant golden light that emanates from Sienna’s body, particularly her hands and feet. The light pulses like a heartbeat, symbolizing the life force and legacy of her ancestors. It’s both a protective shield and an offensive weapon. 

Sienna stepped into the icy water, her breath catching as the river wrapped itself around her legs and pulled her under, and the world vanished. When Sienna opened her eyes, she was somewhere before time. The realm wasn’t made of earth or air… it was memory carved into bone. The sky above her was stitched from chains and prayer cloths. The ground pulsed beneath her feet like a heartbeat. And all around, shadows moved; tall, slow, watching. The ancestors. Their forms were fractured silhouettes—part man, part ruin. Their eyes glowed with sorrow older than history. 

“She returns.” 

“For the white boy this time.” 

A low hum began to rise. Voices layered like smoke, thick with centuries of pain. Each word they spoke tore at her spirit like teeth. 

"I've come to save Ryan." Sienna announces.

“He mocked us,” one said. “He dragged our names through mud, blood and cotton.” 

“He is not the first,” another rasped. “He certainly will not be last.” 

Sienna’s glow sparked in her palms—but it flickered. Weaker than before. Her legs trembled beneath her.

“I know,” she whispered. “But maybe this time, it can be different.” 

“Again, we are asked to forgive.”

A hiss swept through the void. Chains slithered across the ground, coiling around her ankles; not to bind, but to judge. The air behind her twisted, and Emily emerged; soaked, gasping, her presence an offense to the realm. 

“What is this?” the ancestors snarled. “Two trespassers. Two beggars at the feet of the dead.” 

"A colonizer infiltrated."

Emily dropped to her knees. “Please. I’m not asking for mercy. I’m asking for a chance. Let me teach him. Let us learn.” 

One of the spirits stepped forward. Her face was carved from flame and scar tissue, her voice the sound of weeping mothers. 

“We taught with our bodies. With every lash. With each grave. Still, they mock us.” 

Emily shivered but held her ground. “Then teach me.” 

Sienna reached for her, but the golden light now bled black at the edges. 

“I’ll take him,” she said, louder. “Take him back. But the debt is mine.”

The ancestors paused. Then, in unison, they turned. From the shadows, a small figure floated forward—Ryan, pale, unconscious, lifeless but whole. A hand placed him in Sienna’s arms. The voice that followed was quieter than the rest, almost gentle. 

“You carry him home. But you leave something behind.” 

“What?” Sienna asked, barely above a whisper. 

No answer came. Just the whisper of chains, wrapping around her shadow. Sienna emerged from the river, soaked and shaking, Ryan limp in her arms. Emily rushed forward, sobbing. 

“You did it,” she breathed. “You saved him.”

Sienna didn’t speak. Her eyes—once warm, once alive, were now faintly glowing gold. Her hands trembled, and steam rose where they touched the earth. Her skin bore new markings, pulsing faintly beneath the surface, like roots grown inward. 

“Sisi?” Amari asked, stepping closer. “Are you okay?” 

Sienna blinked once. Twice. Then forced a smile. “I’m fine.”

But the river behind her rippled unnaturally, as if watching. Waiting. And when no one looked, the water reached out; just briefly, and touched her shadow. 

“Why are you three soaked?” Amari asked.

Sienna looked to the girls. “I caught Em trying to save Ryan. I went in and she followed.”

“Thanks to Sisi’s powers, we were able to get Ryan back.”

“What powers?” Daylen asks.

“Sisi you didn’t tell them?” Emily asks.

“No. My parents don’t know either. Only Mama Rae knew before she passed.” Sienna responds. She uses her powers to heal the wounds on Ryan. Everyone watches quietly at the mysterious glow.

“So, you got your little brother back huh?” Amari asks.

“Yeah, I’m alive. And?” Ryan fires back.

"You're only alive to save our skins. A white boy dies in a house full of negroes, and we are shot dead. Then they'll manipulate your sister into saying yes, we drowned you." Daylen's voice drips with venom.

Emily whirls to her little brother, fire in her blue eyes.

“You,” Emily said, her voice sharp enough to cut glass, “have no idea how lucky you are to still be breathing.”

Ryan flinched but didn’t respond.

“Oh, don’t sit there pretending you didn’t do anything,” Emily snapped, her voice rising. 

“You almost got yourself killed, Ryan! And for what? To prove you’re smarter than the river? Smarter than the stories you’ve been mocking since the day you heard them? Do you know how stupid you’re acting?”

Ryan mumbled, “I didn’t know—”

“Exactly!” Emily interrupted; her finger pointed accusingly at him. “You didn’t know, because you didn’t bother to know. You’ve been walking around acting like the world owes you something just because you exist. And then you stand there and spew racist garbage like it’s a joke!”

Ryan’s eyes widened, but Emily wasn’t done.

“Do you even understand what you said?” Ryan looked down, ashamed. 

“You called their ancestors criminals. Said they should’ve stayed on the plantation. Like their pain didn’t matter. Like their lives didn’t mean anything.” 

 He opened his mouth, but Emily cut him off. 

 “No. Don’t say you ‘didn’t mean it.’ That’s not enough.” She took a step closer. 

“You’ve never had to question if the world sees you as human. Never had to walk through life knowing history wants to forget people who look like them. Your skin protects you while theirs puts them in danger.” 

Ryan’s lip quivered. “I’m sorry…” 

“You better be. Because this isn’t about hurt feelings. It’s about centuries of pain you thought was a joke.” 

She turned and gestured to Sienna, Amari, and the triplets. “You owe them more than sorry. You owe them change.” 

Ryan nodded, tearful. “I’ll do better.” 

“You will; because this time, you nearly died. And next time? The river won’t let you go.”

Amari stared at Ryan for a long moment before nodding curtly. Sienna just sighed; exhaustion etched into her features.

“This is your final warning white boy.” Aaliyah says.

Emily turned back to Ryan. “You have a lot to learn, Ryan. And from now on, you’re going to listen. No more excuses. No more jokes. Just listen. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” Ryan whispered.

“Good,” Emily said, her voice firm. “Because the river doesn’t forgive twice. But you’re not off the hook.”

Emily searches the room. “You got any rope?” she asks Sienna.

“No.”

“Handcuffs?”

“Uh I think my freaky parents have some pink fuzzy ones. Why?”

“Those will work perfectly.” Emily responds.

Sienna leaves. She slips into her parents’ room quietly and looks for the handcuffs. She finds them along with the key. She sneaks back out and walks back into her room. Emily takes them. She opens the handcuffs and yank Ryan. She handcuffs his hands in front of him.

“What are you doing?” Ryan asks.

“Until this sleepover is done, you are a slave to Sisi, her mom, Amari, Aaliyah, Daylen and Adaliyah. You are going to clean this entire house, cook all the food, do laundry, run their baths, and only then will you eat.” Emily explains.

“What? I said I was sorry!”

“Your racist words have consequences Ryan. And for that, you must pay. Be lucky your legs aren’t shackled, and I don't have a whip.” Emily continues.

“Dang white girl. I didn’t know you had it in you.” Amari approves.

“Well, I promised your ancestors that I will change him. I mean it.”

The girls nod in approval. Sienna leaves out of the house. She walks to the riverbank. 

“Looks like a bleach blizzard survived this one.” Amari comments, leaning against the tree.

“You never let up, do you?” Sisi asks, causing Amari to shake her head no.

Sienna let out a long breath and turned back to the water. She crouched down, dipping her fingers into the cool surface. A faint golden glow emanated from her touch—The Echo of Roots, still with her, still a part of her.

“I’ll never forget,” she murmured, the promise as much for herself as for the ancestors. The river rippled gently, in acknowledgment.

As the girls stood there, the first rays of sunlight cut through the trees, the Waded Waters seemed to shimmer with a quiet, sacred power. The whispers of the ancestors faded, leaving behind a silence that felt like peace. They would never forget that night, the river’s fury, the ancestors’ pain, and the sacrifice Sienna made to save Ryan.

More importantly, they would never forget the lesson the river had taught them all: that history is alive, that pain lingers, and that justice demands to be remembered. Not be a tale to be mocked. To be dishonored, while others benefit. To not be told to get over it.

Though the river would continue to guard its secrets and its stories,  its pain and its tragedy. Sienna knew that she had a part to play in ensuring those stories were told… not just for her ancestors but for everyone who dared to forget. The Waded Waters would always be watching, always waiting, always ready to remind anyone who crossed its path of the weight of its truth.
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“Ican’t believe you talked me into this,” Jasmine muttered, adjusting her Storm cosplay in Demetrise's car mirror. Her silver-threaded braids caught the moonlight as she checked her lip gloss. 

Demetrise, dressed as Cleopatra with golden chains in her curls, turned down the radio.

“It’s just a Halloween party, Jas. We’ll hang for an hour, then ghost if things get weird.” 

Jasmine raised an eyebrow at the looming Victorian mansion. “It’s already weird.” 

“Tyler’s gonna be there,” Demetrise added, smirking. 

“Girl, I don’t even know who that is.” 

“Yes, you do. Tall, white, fine, low-key obsessed with you?” 

“Oh. That Tyler,” Jasmine said, grabbing her emergency backpack while getting out. “He’s cute, but I’ve seen Get Out.” 

Demetrise laughed as they joined the crowd on the lawn. Cosplays everywhere—generic cheerleaders, vampires, Harley Quinns, a Batman or two. The usual.

Tyler waved as they walked up, dressed as Batman minus the brooding. “Hey Jasmine! How are you?”

Jasmine gave him a slow once-over. “Depends. You bringing snacks or nonsense?” 

"Snacks and good vibes all around. I'm Tyler." Tyler responds with a wink.

From across the yard, a girl in smudged Harley Quinn makeup; glared like her eyeliner had been drawn in jealousy. 

“That’s Brittany,” Demetrise whispered. “She’s territorial. And tragic.” 

“Let her stare,” Jasmine said, flipping a braid. “I’m here only because of you.” 

The Anderson twins Jake and Josh, cracked the rusted lock on the front gate. “Let’s do this!” 

The group cheered as the gates creaked open. 

“Why are we following white people into haunted houses again? Where are the other Black people?” Jasmine asked, deadpan. 

“Because we make bad choices together,” Demetrise replied, dragging her in. "I did ask Tarajee and 'em but she said and I quote: 'I'm not finna go down there with them white folk and get got while they live. You know we die first.' Once she said that, they all agreed."

"Tarajee has a point. Hollywood has a weird obsession with killing us first." Jasmine agrees.

Inside, the mansion groaned with age. The air was thick with dust, mold, and whatever ghosts use for body odor. 

“Y’all better not touch anything,” Jasmine warned. 

“You’re so dramatic,” Jake laughed, already snapping pics. 

“You’re so dead,” she muttered. 

 The stench of stale air and dust particles hit Jasmine’s nose, causing her to sneeze uncontrollably. 

“Unh-uh this is a bad omen.” Jasmine says as she turns to leave.

“Or it’s the dust bothering your allergies.” Demetrise says as she grabs Jasmine’s wrist.

“You said you’d stay.” Demetrise pleads with her eyes. 

Jasmine lets out a heavy sigh, receiving a squeal from Demetrise. Demetrise hugs her tightly.

“One bad juju and we are out!” Jasmine warns. 

Demetrise nods. “Swear!” She draws a cross over her chest.

Music fills the air, easing up the uneasiness that covers Jasmine’s body. Heavy metal was blasting the speakers. It’s not Jasmine’s cup of tea as she covers her ears. 

“Is this the only thing white people listen to?” Jasmine asks as she heads over to the twins who oversee the music. One of the twins switched it to John Carpenter’s Halloween theme song. Jasmine gives him that look.

“Michael Myers? Really smartass?”

“Lighten up.” One of them responds before laughing.

"Y'all got any Run-DMC? NWA?"

The twins shake their heads no.

“Uncultured.” Jasmine mutters.

“I do.” 

Jasmine turns to see Tyler walking up. She watches Tyler trade places with the twins, connecting his phone to Bluetooth. 80’s Black Hiphop begins to play causing Demetrise and Jasmine to cheer. She heads over towards Demetrise and begins dancing.


      ***As Run-DMC's "It's Tricky" filled the parlor, Tyler slid over to where Jasmine was dancing.

"You know, not many people our age appreciate the classics," he said, trying to moonwalk.

Jasmine laughed despite herself. "Please tell me you know more than just Run-DMC?"

"Grandmaster Flash, Afrika Bambaataa..." Tyler counted off on his fingers.

"My dad's collection was elite."

“Mkay white boy, you got that. But let me teach you how to moonwalk because that was sad.”

Tyler’s jaw drops as he watches Jasmine moonwalks perfectly. She gets on her toes, striking the infamous Michael Jackson pose. Tyler claps. Jasmine takes a quick bow before she begins to teach him. From across the room, Brittany watched them, her Harley Quinn makeup not hiding her scowl. 

"Got any Kurtis Blow?" Jasmine challenged.

"'The Breaks' was my jam in middle school," Tyler grinned, launching into an impressively correct rendition.

Jasmine nods in approval. Another song plays and Jasmine begin to crip walk.

“Okay, enough of hip-hop. What about Afrobeats?” Demetrise asks.

Tyler changes to an Afrobeat playlist, causing Demetrise and Jasmine to dance to it immediately. Demetrise begins to lock her knees, breathe through her nose and slow down her movements as she starts to whine. Jasmine dances behind her to dance as well, as she cheers her best friend on.

Demetrise stands and Jasmine gets into position, ready to do the same dance. Jasmine looks up to see Tyler watching her with desire in his eyes. Jasmine uses her pointer finger to motion for him to come closer. Caught in her trance, Tyler did just that. Jasmine turns to dance on him, then walks off laughing. Tyler follows. 

Brittany stepped between them. "We should start setting up the games. Tyler, help me with the Monopoly board?"

"No," Tyler said, still focused on Jasmine. 

"You know 'Apache'?"

"Sugar Hill Gang? Boy, that's my jam!"

"They're just old songs," Brittany muttered, but no one was listening. Brittany goes to set up the game herself, grumbling.

The living room floor was chaos. Monopoly bills scattered, someone accused someone else of cheating, and Tyler somehow managed to land in jail four times—conveniently dodging Jasmine’s row of properties. 

“Rigged,” Jasmine said, snatching a $500 from the bank. 

“I’m just lucky,” Tyler grinned. 

“Mmhm,” Jasmine muttered. “White boy luck.” 

Brittany scoffed from the couch. “He’s just good at the game.”

“Right,” Demetrise said. “Because that’s why Emma’s been stealing from the bank for the last ten minutes.” 

“I have not!” Emma squealed. 

“I literally watched you,” Josh said, tossing a hotel at her.

“Okay!” Brittany clapped, eyes flicking to Tyler. “Let’s do something else before someone flips the board.” 

“Like what?” Kevin asked. “Another drinking game?” 

“No,” Brittany said, voice dropping. “Something real.” 

She leaned in. “This house? It’s not just creepy for show. Back in the 1800s, some artifact was found in the basement. People started to go missing. No one ever found the bodies. Just…ashes.” 

“Girl, no one asked for creepypasta,” Jasmine said, reaching for another soda. But the air shifted. 

“Footprints that led nowhere. Whispering in the walls. Doors that locked from the inside,” Brittany continued, voice slow and dramatic. 

“You read that off Reddit,” Demetrise muttered. 

“I say we go find that basement,” Jake said, already grabbing a flashlight. 

“Split up?” Sarah grinned.

“Nope,” Jasmine said flatly. “White people always splitting up right before the slaughter.” 

“Come on,” Tyler said. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 

Jasmine raised an eyebrow. “You really wanna know?” 

Jake and Josh handed out walkie-talkies after switching to channel four. Demetrise and Jasmine pair up, heading towards the library. The floorboards creaked underneath them and the old wallpaper peeled further and further. The girls make it into the library. Dust and cobwebs covered the room. 

“You know I don’t do spiders.” Demetrise squeals.

“And you know we don’t touch anything. Everything here looks wicked. Let’s go.” Jasmine pulled Demetrise out of the library. 

“Library is all clear. Just cob dusted books.” Demetrise reports into the walkie.

“Copy that.” Jake responds.

They continue to explore until everyone simultaneously, make their way down to the dark, and spooky, damp basement. A gasp escapes Emma’s lips. Kevin’s face lit up. 

"Oh hell no," Demetrise said firmly. "Black people don't play with spirits, and we definitely don't mess with Ouija boards.”

"But it's just a game," Sarah protested.

"Baby girl, ain't nothing 'just a game' about opening doors to the other side," Demetrise replied, pulling out some sage from her bag. "I brought this just in case y'all tried something like this."

“But we didn’t put it down here.” Sarah reminds Demetrise.

“That makes it worse.” Demetrise walks around the crowd, waving the sage. "I hope y'all have prepaid funeral plans."

“All the more reason to play this game!” Madison encourages.

Demetrise shakes her head no and stands off. Jasmine stood beside her.

“Well if Jasmine isn’t playing, I’m not either.” Tyler says after looking at the crowd. He stands beside Jasmine. 

“What’re you scared?” Brittany taunted. Tyler shakes his head no.

“Naw, but I’m going to heed the girl’s words.” 

Brittany scuffs and rolls her eyes. “Whatever,” she mumbles as she joined the group to play.

As the others placed their fingers on the planchette, Jasmine noticed Jake slip away toward a dark corner where something gleamed on a stone pedestal. It had sigils on it.

"Don't even think about it!" She caught up to him just as his hand reached for the obsidian sphere. Slapping it away, she fixed him with a stern look. 

"Why do white people always have to touch something, especially when it's spooky?"

"But can't you hear it?" Jake whispered; his eyes glazed. "It's singing..."

"Josh, get back here!" Demetrise called out, but Josh was already moving past them both.

"I hear it too," Josh murmured, reaching for the sphere. "It's calling me..."

The sphere pulsed with dark light the moment Josh's fingers made contact. 

"Why would you touch it after seeing your brother get stopped?" Demetrise demanded, quickly lighting her sage again. 

"Lord protect us..." she began to pray.

The basement air turned thick and sulfurous. The Ouija board began to glow, its planchette moving on its own. That's when the first demon emerged from the shadows like a child's drawing of fear itself—all wrong angles and impossible geometries, its form shifting between what the mind could process and what it refused to see. It moved with the jerky rhythm of old film footage, each motion leaving afterimages that hurt to look at.

The second materialized from the darkness beneath the stairs, wearing features stolen from its victims' worst memories. Those who looked at it saw the faces of loved ones they'd lost, twisted into expressions of primal terror.

The third demon pulled itself from the Ouija board, its body a writhing mass of whispered secrets and broken promises. It spoke with the voices of everyone who'd ever betrayed you, all talking at once. 

“Josh let’s go!” Jake grabs his brother who doesn’t move.

“It says we can be together… forever. Jake, it knows us. It understands us."

"Josh, please," Jake begged. "This isn't right!"

"But don't you hear it? It says we'll never have to pretend to be different people. Never have to be individuals. Just us together, like we always wanted..."

"Not like this!”

Jake watch as the sphere consumes Josh. He grabs his brother again, trying to save him. The light from the sphere grows brighter and begins to sing like a siren. The sigils appear again. Jake stares at it, as if in a trance.

He, too, gets consumed, his body crumpling like burning paper before being turned to ash. Everyone screams and scrambles to get the hell out of the basement. Kevin stumbled through the dark hallway; his Spider-Man mask long discarded. The demon shifted into his little sister's form—eight years old, just like when she was in the hospital.

"Kevvy, why didn't you visit more?" the demon asks in her voice. "I waited for you. Every day."

"You're not real," Kevin whispered, but the guilt he'd carried for years bubbled up. "I was scared... I couldn't see you like that..."

“But you promised you’d come back. You...promised! And you said we’d have ice cream when I got better. Was I too ugly?”

The words tugged at Kevin’s heart, causing it to shatter into a million pieces.

“No, no.” Kevin whispered, “You weren’t ugly. You were just so frail...and so tiny.”

Kevin swallows hard and breathes heavily before clenching his fists.

“My little sister died of a brain tumor. You are not her. You are not real.” Kevin says loudly, closing his eyes. The rage begins to consume him.

“You’re not real!” Kevin screams in frustration. 

“Kevin, where are you?” Sarah asks through his walkie-talkie.

Kevin opens his eyes to see his little sister Stacy, standing in front of him in her Sunday dress, looking healthy and smiling. 

“C’mon big brother. Let’s play!” She giggles.

Kevin drops to his knees, sobbing uncontrollably. The wicked demon is playing tricks on him. He knows this however, the demon got the best of him. Kevin stands slowly. He walks toward the shapeshifter and takes its hand. Kevin knew his fate was inevitable, but the guilt was too much for him. This is the only way Kevin believes he can make it up to his sister as he also never visited her grave.

"Now you'll stay with me forever," it smiled, Kevin's last thoughts were of missed opportunities and a childhood promise broken before the hallway was filled with his blood curdling scream. 

Sarah rushes over to where Kevin’s voice echoed, only to be met with a demon upside down on the ceiling. Sarah didn’t make it much farther. She was folded backward, bones snapping like twigs, her final gasp curling into the hallway air. Some didn’t even have the chance to scream. Emma and Rachel were found huddled together, lifeless, faces frozen in terror. Blood pooled beneath them, their reflections still flickering in the shattered library mirror. 

Michael laughed too long—thought it was a prank until something dragged him into the floorboards, his Joker mask left behind in a smear of blood and spit. His petrified scream was cut shortly by a loud crunch in the darkness. In the chaos, Brittany saw her chance and seized it. As a particularly twisted demon approached, one that moved like spilled ink across the ceiling. She grabbed Jasmine's shoulders.

"Better you than me!" she screamed, shoving Jasmine ferociously toward the creature.

“Tyler baby I’m coming!” Brittany yells as she takes off.

But Jasmine had survived too much to fall that easily. She rolled with the push, years of dance training helping her keep her balance. The demon's grasp missed her by inches.

"You really thought?" Jasmine spat, regaining her footing.

She quickly pulled out some sage and lit it. The demon changed direction with liquid grace. Jasmine couldn’t believe that Brittany just sacrificed her. Jasmine pushed the thought aside and started to look for Demetrise. During her search, she runs into Brittany again. Brittany was clinging to Tyler as he hugged her, happy to see someone was still alive. 

“Jasmine, you’re alive!” Brittany’s face was with pure shock, but her tone was with fake concern.

“Surprised to see the Black girl alive huh? Sacrificing me will not make me go down that easily.” 

“Sacrifice?” Tyler asks.

“Yeah. Your little girlfriend here pushed me towards a demon to save her own skin.” Jasmine informed him.

“Oh no, she’s not my girlfriend.” Tyler drops his arms and turns to Brittany. “You sacrificed her?”

“What? No, she’s delusional. We saw Demetrise's dead body and Jasmine’s been hysterical ever since. You must believe me.”

Jasmine couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  Just then, Jasmine’s satellite phone rings. Jasmine places it on speaker.

“Jas where are you? I’ve been trying to reach you.” Demetrise’s voice rang through. Brittany’s face gets paler under the Harley Quinn makeup.

“Sorry my walkie-talkie died. I’m in the lounge. Where are you? I’ll meet you.”

“I’m back in the library.” 

Loud banging comes from the library area. Jasmine takes off instantly, leaving Brittany and Tyler behind. Jasmine burst her way through the library and finds Demetrise who jumped in her arms. The doors open again to Madison panting and bloody. 

“Guys...everyone’s dying.” Madison panics. “I've been trying to call for help, but my phone has no signal.”

“Well duh. We’re in the middle of nowhere, no one will get a signal. That’s why you bring satellite phones. But don’t worry I’ve called the police and they’re on their way.” Demetrise informed.

“We need to stick together and get the hell out of here.” Jasmine says.

“Where are the others?” Demetrise asks.

“I don’t know who’s dead, but I just left Tyler and Brittany and came looking for you.”

“You left Brittany and Tyler?!” 

Demetrise covered Madison’s mouth.

“Your girl tried to sacrifice me.” Jasmine explains. 

Rushed movement causes the trio to freeze. The door opens, revealing Tyler. He walks in, and quietly closes the door.

“How did you find us?” Jasmine asks. 

“The walkie-talkie from Demetrise.”

“Well, I called the police and they’re on their way.” Demetrise informs.

“I think this mansion trapped us. I’ve tried every door and window. The front doors, and back doors will not open.” Tyler says.

Jasmine’s blood runs cold.

“Are you saying the house is alive?” Madison asks.

“I don’t know, but no police are coming in.”

“Where’s Brittany? Jas told us she left you two.”

Tyler’s face became somber. “They got her. I couldn’t save her.” 

“Police! Is anyone in here?”

Jasmine looks at the door. “I thought you said no one could get in or out,” she whispers to Tyler.

“It must be a trap.”

“Police, if anyone’s in here we’re here to help.” 

The knob turns and opens, revealing police.

“You guys are okay. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“How do we know you’re cops?” Demetrise asks.

“We’re the police. I know you may not trust me, but we need to get out of here immediately. My squad is dropping like flies, and I see a lot of dead kids. I don’t know what’s going on, but it snatched up my partner before my eyes.” 

Madison runs towards the police which makes Tyler, Demetrise and Jasmine follow. They follow the police out and down the hall.

“Everyone remain close.” the officer says.

A scream escapes Madison’s lips. Tyler flashes his light to see Madison being dragged. Tyler takes off, followed by Jasmine and Demetrise. Jasmine and Maya get a hold of Madison.

“Please, I don’t want to die!” Madison begs through tears.

“You will not die.” Maya assures her.

More demons surround them. One grabs a strong hold of Demetrise's leg and push down on it, receiving a snap in response. Demetrise screams in agony and begins to kick with her other leg. The inky figure claws Demetrise’s other leg. Tyler grabs a weapon to fight off the demon, but it smacks Tyler, sending him flying. Jasmine’s grip on Madison begins to slip as a police officer comes to help.

“Officer, grab my sage out of my bag and light it!” Jas instructs. 

The officer grabs the sage and frantically flicks the lighter. By the time the lighter flicked on, something was in her face. A wrinkly entity grins with decaying teeth before blowing out the lighter. Jasmine watch in horror as it grabs the officer by her throat, lifting her off her feet. The demon uses its other hand to squish the police officer’s head before dropping her body on the floor. Jasmine’s grip slips again, shifting her focus towards Madison.

“This is why Black people don’t go to spooky houses!” 

Jasmine grabs Madison’s wrists and pulls towards her. Something emerges from behind Madison and grips her by her hair. Madison screams as the inky demon pulls her hair back further, peeling her scalp back. Jasmine screams at the horror. The demon grabs Jasmine’s arm before she had a chance to let go. Jasmine tries to yank away but the hold is too strong.

“Unhand me, you vile creature!” Jasmine shouts, smacking it with unlit sage. It pulls her closer to it. Jasmine can feel her arm snap.

“Black girls don’t play with spirits, but we sure do know how to fight them.” Demetrise’s voice rings through.

Jasmine looked to see Tyler holding up Demetrise as they limp closer. Demetrise was holding a lit sage. They move towards the spirit as Demetrise begins a chant her grandmother taught her growing up. Tyler joins in with her. It releases Jasmine and belts out a harrowing sound. Through it all, Demetrise's sage and grandmother's teachings created a barrier of protection.

Tyler's quick thinking and Jasmine's survival instincts kept them moving, kept them fighting. The mansion shuddered. Somewhere below, the first response team's final screams faded into silence. The walls seemed to breathe, consuming the last of its victims before the sun could banish its power. 


      ***As the first rays of sunlight crept over the horizon, the mansion's hold finally broke. The front doors creaked open with an ancient groan, releasing its surviving victims. Only three people stumbled out onto the frost-covered lawn; Jasmine, Demetrise, and Tyler. The waiting police rushed forward, their flashlight beams cutting through the dawn mist.

Behind them, paramedics hurried with stretchers. The second response team had been forced to listen to hours of screams, gunshots, and inhuman sounds from inside, unable to break through the mansion's supernatural barrier.

Demetrise's leg was badly broken from when she'd tried to save Madison. Jasmine's arm hung useless at her side—a reminder of her fight with the demon who peeled Maddie’s cap back. Tyler had deep gashes across his chest from being smacked across the room and with a few broken ribs.

When paramedics swarm around them, Tyler helps Jasmine sit on the curb. His Batman costume was in tatters, cowl long gone, showing the exhaustion and determination on his face.

"I know this is probably the worst timing ever," he said with a weak smile, holding her good hand. "But nearly dying really puts things in perspective. When we were trapped in that hellhole, fighting off shadows, all I could think was if we survive this, I'm asking this girl out properly."

Jasmine looked at him, then started laughing despite the pain. 

"You're really doing this right now? While we're both bleeding and traumatized? Read the room white boy."

"Soooooo...is that a no?"

She squeezed his hand. "Ask me again when we're both out of the hospital. And next time, we're picking the date location."

"No more haunted houses?" He grinned.

"No more white people touching things they shouldn't," Demetrise called from her stretcher. "But y'all are cute though. Just keep him away from any ancient artifacts, Jasmine. Oh and Tarajee is gonna get a kick outta this."

Later, police found no trace of the sphere or the Ouija board in the basement. Only a circle of ash remained on the pedestal, along with eleven sets of footprints that led nowhere. Empty graves would mark the memories of those lost that night—the Anderson twins consumed by the sphere's song, and all the others claimed by the mansion's hunger.

The first response team's patrol cars remained parked at odd angles near the entrance, doors still open, radios forever silent. Their bodies, like the others, were never found.
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The cave has always been a place of whispers. The kind that digs into your mind like tiny, insistent claws. A place where time itself seemed to slip away, leaving behind only the sound of your breathing, the crunch of your footsteps against the stone floor. But the group hadn’t known that. They were only here for the treasure. The old, glittering promise of riches hidden deep beneath the earth. They were sure they could escape with it. 

Fifty voices echoed through the cave like laughter in a tomb. Ben led the pack, flashlight swinging as he cracked jokes, unaware the walls were listening. Behind him, Chloe snapped selfies. Others followed, wide-eyed, loud, careless. 

Nia stayed near the back, heart pounding. She didn’t want to be here. She knew this place. She remembered. No one had listened when she said the cave was alive. The walls grew tighter. The air got colder. Then, the statues. They stood in silence at the chamber’s center, carved from black stone, each taller than a man. Faces twisted in agony. Chains etched into their chests. Nia froze. 

Ben didn’t. “Okay, this is sick,” he said, stepping closer. “Like some lost civilization stuff.” 

“Don’t touch anything,” Nia warned sharply. 

Chloe giggled. “Relax. They’re just rocks.” 

Then the air shifted. Grew heavy. Dense. Somewhere deeper in the cave, something moved. A low groan filled the chamber—like the cave itself was waking up. The first statue’s eyes lit gold. 

Nia stepped back. “Run.” 

Too late. Stones cracked. Chains rattled. One of the statues moved fast. A massive arm whips through the air like a hammer. David didn’t even scream. His body hit the wall with a sickening crunch, neck twisted, blood smearing across the rock like paint. Gasps. Screams. 

Chloe ran toward him. “David… oh my gosh—”

The ground beneath her feet opened. A stone hand shot up, grabbed her waist, and yanked her down like she weighed nothing. Her scream was cut off mid-breath. Silence followed. Then, footsteps. Statues grinding forward. And Nia knew: they weren’t statues anymore. They were the curse. And it had begun again. 

Nia stood alone, her chest heaving with the weight of the trauma. The whispering voices that filled the cave pressed into her mind, louder now, demanding she understand. She had survived, but at what cost? The statues had claimed everyone. They had claimed her, too. Bound to the place forever. She could still feel their eyes on her, their stone hands reaching for her, as the cave breathed and waited. It was never over. The statues waited, and Nia knew the cycle would begin again.

The statues had always been silent. Their heavy, towering presence was enough to suffocate her without words. But as Nia sat trembling on the cold stone floor, something shifted in the stillness. The cavern grew colder, the air thicker. Her pulse quickened as she felt the weight of their gaze deepen, the whispers in her mind intensifying until they weren’t whispers anymore. They were voices. And they weren’t just in her head.

“You stayed.”

Nia flinched, her breath catching in her throat. The voice was deep, resonant, and cracked like stone grinding against itself. It echoed from everywhere and nowhere, filling the cavern like a physical force.

“You always stay.” Another voice, sharper this time, colder. 

It felt like ice dragging down her spine. She scrambled backward, her eyes darting between the statues. They hadn’t moved. Their massive forms were still frozen, their faces carved in eternal expressions of judgment. But their presence was alive, pulsing, suffocating.

“Who… who’s speaking?” Nia whispered, her voice trembling.

The cavern seemed to groan, the ground beneath her vibrating with each word. 

“We see you, little one.”

“We have always seen you.”

The third voice was softer but no less terrifying. It carried a cruel gentleness, as if it was savoring her fear. Nia clutched her arms, her nails digging into her skin.

“Why are you speaking to me now?” she managed to choke out. The air grew heavier. 

“Because you are ours.”

“You were marked the moment you survived.”

“You belong to the stone. To us.”

Nia shook her head violently, her back hitting the cold wall. “No. No, I don’t. I don’t belong to you!”

The cavern boomed with laughter; low, guttural, and echoing from all directions. The sound made her want to cover her ears, but she couldn’t move.

“You think survival was a gift?” One voice asked, mocking her.

“You think we let you leave out of pity?” Another added, dripping with disdain.

“Then why?” Nia shouted, her voice cracking. Her hands trembled as she pushed herself to her feet, trying to steady herself against the overwhelming presence of the voices. 

“Why did you let me go? Why did you bring me back here?”

For a moment, the cavern was silent. Then, the softest voice spoke, dripping with malice.

“Because you are the bait.”

Nia’s stomach dropped. “What?”

“They come because of you.”

“Your survival tells them it’s possible. Your story spreads like a disease. They hear of riches and one who escaped.”

“They come for you, little one.”

The realization struck her like a blow to the chest. The reason she had survived, the reason anyone came to the cave, wasn’t just because of the promise of treasure. It was because of her. She was the beacon, the lure, the proof that it was possible to enter the cave; and leave alive. Nia staggered backward, her legs barely holding her up as the statues’ voices crashed over her like waves. She felt sick, her stomach twisting in knots. Her survival, her pain, had been a trap all along. She wasn’t free. She had never been free.

“No,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “That’s not true. It’s not true. I didn’t tell anyone—”

The cavern rumbled with what sounded like laughter.

“You didn’t have to.”

“The story grew. It spread with the wind, with whispers. A survivor of the cursed cave. Proof that it could be conquered.”

“And so, they come. Always, they come.”

Nia clutched her chest, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps. Her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. She thought of the people she’d lost, the lives snuffed out in front of her, and the unrelenting cycle of death. All because of her.

“No… no…”

The statues spoke again, their voices weaving together, a tapestry of cruelty and inevitability.

“Do you see now, little one?”

“You are not a survivor. You are a servant.”

“A herald of their doom.”

“I didn’t want this!” Nia screamed, her voice echoing off the cavern walls. I didn’t ask for this! I tried to stop them! I—”

“And you will try again.”

The softest voice cut through her protests, calm and unyielding. 

“You will warn them, beg them to turn back. And they will not listen. They never listen. They hear your voice and see a challenge, not a warning.”

“You are the call that brings them to us.”

Nia collapsed to her knees, shaking. 

“Why?” she whispered. “Why are you doing this to me? Why won’t you just kill me?”

For a long moment, the cavern was silent. Then, the first voice spoke again, slow and deliberate.

“Because you are useful.” says the first statue.

“Because you feel.” says the second statue.

“Because your guilt feeds us more than their fear.” adds the third statue.

The realization hit her like a stone wall. The statues didn’t just crave death, they craved suffering. Her suffering. Her guilt, her despair, her endless torment, all of it was fuel for their dark purpose. She wasn’t just a survivor; she was a vessel for their hunger. Tears streamed down her face as she looked up at the towering figures. 

“I can’t do this again,” she whispered. “I can’t take it. Please… just let me go.”

The cavern rumbled again, but this time, the sound was low and almost… sympathetic. The cruelest voice spoke softly.

“You're dismissed.”

She scrambled to her feet, staring at the shimmering barrier that had trapped them all.

“As you know,” the voice continued, a sinister edge creeping back in, “if you leave, you will carry the curse with you. You will feel us wherever you go. Hear us. You will never find peace. And they will still come. They will always come.”

Nia froze. The reminder of the truth pressed down on her chest. There was no escape, not really. She could leave the cave, but she would never be free of it. And the deaths, the bloodshed, would continue.

“You see, little one? You are ours. In here or out there, you are ours.”

The cavern fell silent again, the statues watching her as she crumbled under the weight of her despair. She clutched her head, sobbing, as the hopelessness consumed her. She couldn’t stay. She couldn’t leave. She was trapped in a nightmare with no end. And the statues watched. Waiting.

Waiting for her to make her choice. The silence that followed their words pressed down on Nia like a physical weight. She staggered to her feet, her breath trembling as her mind spiraled into chaos. The cave was cold but sweat clung to her skin. The statues stood immovable, their glowing eyes fixed on her, their unspoken challenge lingering in the suffocating air.

“Choose.”

Her heart raced as she turned toward the shimmering barrier, its rippling surface, a mocking reminder of her supposed freedom. She could leave like last time, but the voices wouldn’t stop, even out there. And if she left, others would still come, lured by her survival. Her stomach churned.

How many more would die because of her? Nia clenched her fists, nails biting into her palms. Her eyes darted back to the statues. They loomed over her, their expressions frozen in mockery, cruelty etched into their unfeeling stone faces. They had her trapped, body and soul, and they knew it. She swallowed hard, her voice hoarse when she finally spoke. 

“If I stay…, can I stop them from coming? Can I… can I end this?”

The cavern groaned; the voices entwined like roots.

“You cannot stop the hunger.”

“You cannot change what is.”

“But you can try.”

The words dug into her, sharp and unrelenting. The futility of it clawed at her mind, but there was a glimmer of something else. A choice, no matter how small, no matter how cruel.

“If I stay,” Nia whispered, “will you let me try to save them? The next ones?”

The air thickened, and the voices fell silent for a moment. Then, the softest voice responded, its tone dripping with amusement.

“You may try. But they will not listen.”

Nia’s legs wobbled, and she sank to the ground, her hands pressing into the damp stone. She knew they were right. No one ever listened. Not last time, not this time. She had screamed, begged, pleaded, and still, they had marched toward their deaths, laughing and joking until the statues claimed them. And yet… she couldn’t leave.

“I’ll stay,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “I’ll stay, but I’ll try. I’ll keep trying, even if they don’t listen.”

The cavern hummed with a strange energy, almost like approval.

“Good.”

“We like the sound of your suffering.”

“The guilt will eat you alive.”

Nia’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing with defiance.

“And what if it doesn’t?” she spat. “What if I keep fighting? What if I don’t let you win?”

The cavern went still, the whispers retreating into the background. For the first time, the statues seemed to hesitate, their glowing eyes dimming slightly.

“You cannot win against us, little one,” the deepest voice growled, its tone laced with irritation.

Nia stood, her legs shaking but her fists clenched. She looked up at the statues, her voice steady despite the terror coursing through her veins.

“Maybe not. But if I can save just one, just one person, then I’ll take that over letting you break me repeatedly.”

The cavern rumbled, the statues vibrating with anger. The whispers roared in her mind, louder than ever, trying to drown her in fear and despair. But Nia gritted her teeth and held her ground. She wouldn’t let them see her break. Not again.


      ***A group of twelve adventurers descended into the cavern, led by Logan, the confident and cocky leader, with his girlfriend Daisy by his side. Among them were Elliot, the skeptical planner; Mark, the thrill-seeker; Stephanie, the hopeful optimist; and Hannah, the youngest and most nervous of the group. They carried heavy gear and an air of invincibility, laughing and joking as they moved deeper into the cave. Nia trailed behind them, her heart pounding as she tried one last time to stop them.
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