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Author’s
Foreword

I am still blinking
at the screen, half expecting someone to lean over my shoulder and
say, “Nice mock-up. Now where is the real
book?” Yet here we are. My first novel has been loosed into
the wild. I have been chasing stories since I was twelve, filling
spiral notebooks under the mattress and sneaking fanfiction onto
classroom computers, but I never imagined that getting published
would actually happen one day.

Those early pages
were thin reflections of whatever worlds I had just inhaled. When I
first picked up The Lightning Thief, Rick
Riordan showed me that mythology could wear sneakers and crack
jokes. Patrick Rothfuss proved to me that prose could sing without
losing its bite, so much so that his words are tattooed upon my
shoulder. Brandon Sanderson, with his clockwork magic systems,
handed me the blueprints for building a universe that actually
holds together and runs smoothly. Their shelves became my syllabus,
their craft the permission slip I needed to try harder to become
the best writer I could be. I can only dream that one day they may
read this and know how much their works have inspired me.

Life, being far
less tidy than a three-act structure, swept me out to sea. I
enlisted in the United States Navy and traded lore and
worldbuilding for nuclear reactors and Sea trials. Shipboard nights
were loud and endless, but I never had trouble imagining new
stories when underway. When a medical discharge sent me home sooner
than planned, life demanded many things, and writing had to take
even more of a backseat.

If you are reading
this foreword, you are about to step into a world where memory is
currency, divinity decays, and a single whispered choice can
splinter a life. I cannot promise safe passage; my narrator has
pried up floorboards best left unbothered. I can promise honesty.
Every page carries fingerprints from the kid who wrote terrible
Dragonball Z fanfiction on his old PC, the
sailor who learned that storms can be calmer than home during shore
leave, and the veteran piecing together what comes after duty ends
and your body betrays you.

As for the story of
this story, it began after my fourth back surgery. I had a moment
of clarity while I was laid up on my couch, buzzing with
painkillers, and listening to the newest episode of CreepCast
covering the story ‘Tales from the Gas Station’. The Bitter Verse
began to bubble up on that blank-white afternoon.

So, my first thanks
must go out to Isaiah Markin and Hunter Hancock, the hosts of
CreepCast. Thank you so much for inspiring me down this path. And
to all the loyal Creeps out there who spent late-nights wondering
if they should finally write something, in the immortal words of
Shia LaBeouf, “Just Do It!”

The earliest
version of this story surfaced on r/DeepNightSociety, a corner of
Reddit lit by the flashlight glares of horror-seekers. Each of
their beams highlight a tale from a struggling author that is
trying to make their way in the sea of
nightmare-inducing-tales.

So, I dug down into
the soil of my imagination, pulled up a nugget of a story, took a
deep breath, and tossed it into those dark depths. I was certain it
would sink to the bottom and be forgotten. But, instead, readers
hauled it up and looked at it closer than I could have hoped. They
were excited by the potential in that ore and asked for more
pieces. For a whole story forged of its metal. And just for them, I
mined out more of the raw material and found the elements that
would soon become The Bitter Question. For
that, I owe thanks to r/DeepNightSociety and all its readers.

Once I had all the
ore I could find, I melted it all down and made it into a
dull-ingot of a novel. It was only with the help of my alpha and
beta-readers, who kept the forge hot, that I was able to make that
lackluster chunk of a tale. Thank you all so much, I never would’ve
gotten this far without your excitement.

The Bitter Question truly took on
color when @samstalgia dropped a piece of fan art. Seeing my
characters rendered by another hand felt like meeting them for the
first time. Sam’s art graced the original e-book’s cover, and their
enthusiasm reminded me that stories are more like invitations into
a world than they are declarations of what is in that world. Thank
you so much Sam, your talents are so much more precious than you
realize.

I self-published
that story with little hope of it ever gaining traction. But
someone took interest in it and wanted to sell that story to a
wider audience. So, I polished that chunk of processed narrative
into the story you now hold. For that, I owe James Hettinger a good
bottle of his favorite spirits and a heartfelt thank you. You truly
made a lifelong dream come true.

But there are a few
others that I also owe direct thanks to.

First is Chris
Eggbert; he endured countless games of Apex
Legends while I refused to shut up about this story. And
yet, he was also excited for every part of the story being dropped
on Reddit, and for that I’m thankful.

To Anthony
Dubé-Leblanc, you disgusting Frenchman, thank you for always
helping me worldbuild and bounce ideas off of you. I know you will
help more than anyone else as I craft more of The Bitter Verse in
the future. You really are the best friend a writer could ask
for.

And most of all,
thank you dear reader. Thank you for trusting me with a sliver of
your time. Remember, sometimes the cost of an answer is more than
the coins you pay for it. And may the Bitter Verse echo in your
mind long after you turn the final page.

— Augustus
Martis

September 2025

 
Dear Reader,

          Some names and details have been
changed to protect the people involved. I’m sure if I had a 
lawyer, they would tell me to say that this is a work of fiction,
that nothing here is legally binding. That it isn’t an admission of
guilt.  

          But it’s not a
lie, either. And it’s not an apology. Not really. There’s no
version of this story where I come out looking like the good guy.
No, this is just an explanation. So…       
      To Allen: I’m
sorry I made you my accomplice and called it loyalty. I asked you
to keep quiet, hid in your house, and let you carry my bottles and
my silence. Thank you.           
        To Theo: I
used you as my conscience when I couldn’t find my own. You forced
me to remain when I tried to disappear, and I never did the same
for you. I’m sorry.             
         To
Shannon: I never truly understood you, and I didn’t try. In your
basement, I should have told you the truth… If I was scratched, I
hope it was you that did it.         
          
     To Alicia: You carried the best and worst of
me, and never complained. But I saw it, the    moment
when the love left your eyes. I understand, though. You always
deserved better than what I gave you.       
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
               
And, finally, to that ignorant boy who
asked that bitter question:  

I’m sorry we asked. You didn’t know what it would
cost. You thought it would hurt, but then give you control.
Instead, it hollowed you out and made you into something you’d
hate. We didn’t become someone better. We just became what was
left.                 
          

          I don’t expect
any of you to forgive me. But if there’s any hope in this telling,
it’s that maybe now you will all understand why I did everything
and then ran away.             
   

But if you, my dear reader, have managed to read
this and remember it… Please—I beg you—make sure it finds its way
to them. They deserve to know at least.       
                 
    

Alright. Let’s get to it.     
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
             
         
                 
                 
                 
                 
              -W.





Part 1:

Three Coins Will Buy You An Answer…


Three coins from your pocket 

will buy you an answer:


One coin freely gifted, 

One made in a bargain, 

And one wrongly lifted.






Chapter 1

The First Domino





It was the
sticky-hot July of 2001, and I had just finished eighth grade —
thirteen years old, stuck in that strange, weightless space between
childhood and whatever came next — when my dad got a job offer too
good to turn down. So, we packed up everything we owned and moved
across Tennessee, leaving behind our old lives: a Copperhead
shedding its skin, easy, quiet, and unaware of what still clings
underneath. It felt like a chance to start over. And, for a little
while, it was.

Most kids my age
would've been upset at the sudden move, but I wasn't bothered at
all. Actually, I was quite excited by the prospect of a fresh
start.

My birthday fell in
September, meaning I was always the youngest kid in my class. On
top of that, I was always on the heavier side, and was made fun of
for it. I had no friends to speak of and was generally the punch
line of every interaction I had.

However, in the
middle of eighth grade, puberty hit me, a freight train carrying
voice cracks, uncomfortable hair growth, and a wealth of emotions I
was far too unprepared for. I slimmed up drastically and grew to be
five feet eight inches tall over a short three‑month period, so I
took this move as a chance to reinvent myself.

As my dad drove
down the interstate I cleared my throat, making sure my voice
wouldn't crack, and said, “I’m going to go by Will from now
on.”

It was one of my
middle names, and I had decided to use it to make a clean break
from the child I was leaving behind. My mom turned around in her
seat to look at me, studying me for a moment before glancing at my
dad. He kept his eyes on the road but gave a single stern nod, the
kind that held more weight than it let on.

My mom gave a weak
smile. The kind of smile that tries to hide disappointment. “Okay
baby, if that's what you want.” She still called me that,
baby, as if she held onto the hope that it
could keep me from growing up too fast.

Out the window, the
landscape was already starting to change. The wide, open farmland
of Middle Tennessee gave way to denser woods and low, rising hills:
the ground itself drawing in tighter, folding up into something
older and harder to read. The land wasn’t the only thing that felt
like it had curled in on itself.

The town we were
moving to had maybe two thousand people on a good day and more
gravestones whispering from its woods than living neighbors. It
felt like a place that had died but kept walking, a ghost
pretending to be a suburb and population hub six exits down
I-40.

It wasn’t always
like that. Before the interstate bled it dry, the town’s stubborn
pride clung to the bustling depot at its heart. Now the rusted
tracks still peek through choking weeds, a boarded-up station
standing like a memory of purpose lost. Most folks drive off each
morning down that same highway, trading empty roads and decaying
pride for jobs in the city beyond.

The small
neighborhood that held our new house was made up of two roads with
a smaller road connecting the two, making a rough ‘H’ shape. Where
the bottom of the “H” connected to the main road of the town, the
top points dead-ended into the deep woods that surrounded the
neighborhood, roads holding a breath for an expansion that never
came. Our house sat in the right‑bottom corner of the letter, and
from the driveway we could see all of the connecting road and part
of the opposite street.

Across that
opposite street was an empty lot, about half the size of a football
field, with grass that looked clean‑cut and well maintained. As we
unloaded the moving truck, I noticed a group of kids riding their
bikes into the field. They lingered for a bit, watching us while
more trickled in. When the last few arrived, they split into two
teams and started a game of tag football.

I did my best not
to stare, like that might make me seem cooler, like someone who’d
seen groups like that before. But my mom noticed anyway and sent me
off to introduce myself, making me promise to be back before
dinner. I agreed and hurried across the street to meet them.

There were eleven
of them in the field when I walked up. They stopped mid-play, the
ball bouncing to a stop as they all turned and watched me, a rare
bird they’d never seen before.

A boy about my size
stepped forward with a kind of swagger that felt practiced. He had
a mop of chestnut‑brown hair that looked like it had been combed
with his fingers, and a faint shadow of a mustache that didn’t
quite commit to growing in. He wore a sleeveless tee with faded
lettering across the chest and cargo shorts that hung a little too
low on his hips, an awkward reach toward adulthood.

He ran a hand
through his hair and smirked like he’d been waiting his whole life
to use this moment.

“Welcome to the
neighborhood,” he said, trying to make his voice sound an octave
lower than it probably was.

I nodded, trying
not to look nervous. “Thanks. You guys need another player?”

“Yeah, I was
getting tired of being ‘Always QB’ anyway.” He stuck out a hand.
“Name’s Allen. What’s yours?”

“J…Will,” I said,
catching myself before I said the name I’d been trying to leave
behind.

Allen grinned and
gave my hand a quick shake before turning to the rest of the kids.
“Let’s introduce you to the gang.”

I followed his
gestures as he pointed around the group, but I barely took in most
of the names. My eyes caught on her.

I didn’t know how I
hadn’t noticed her right away. She stood a little off to the side,
arms crossed, eyes sharp. She didn’t look at me; she looked through
me, judging and measuring.

She had red hair
pulled back in a messy ponytail, a few strands falling out to frame
her freckled face. Her tank top showed strong shoulders and pale
skin, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the curve of her neck,
the shape of her arms, the way she held herself, a girl who feared
nothing. She didn’t seem shy or silly; she just stood there, calm
and confident, a grown-up pretending to be a teenager.

I’d never seen a
girl like her before.

She couldn’t have
been more than a year or two older than me, maybe fourteen or
fifteen, but in my head, she filled the room. The embodiment of a
real teenager. Not like Allen, who tried to act older and cooler
but was clearly still a boy. She didn’t try to seem older. She just
was.

I didn’t know what
made her feel so different. I just knew I wanted her to notice
me.

Allen kept rattling
off names, Kelly and Luke, eight-year-old twins, plus a couple of
kids I figured were in middle school like me. They all seemed
friendly enough, but I didn’t remember half their names by the time
the game restarted. My focus kept drifting back to the redhead.

“Shannon,” Allen
said finally, nodding toward her. “She’s my sister. Step-sister,
but we’ve lived together since we were little, so, y’know.”

She gave me a
single glance, a flicker barely more than a blink, then looked
away.

She didn’t smile.
That should have made me nervous. Instead, it made me want to
impress her.

The game picked
back up, and I joined in without needing to be asked again. My
hands were shaking a little the first time the ball was thrown to
me, but I caught it. Allen gave a celebratory shout, and someone, I
think Luke, yelled that I was “actually pretty fast.”

Between plays, the
kids started asking me questions: where I came from, what games I
liked, if I had a bike. I tried to answer casually, but I kept
sneaking glances at Shannon, watching the way her ponytail bounced
as she ran, the way she ducked her shoulder when she tagged people
out, the way she managed to catch me by surprise twice.

Once, when I was
chasing her, I noticed two little black dots on the back of her
left shoulder, perfectly round, a couple of inches apart. I thought
they might be fake tattoos or weird freckles. I didn’t ask; I
didn’t want to sound stupid.

Eventually, a sharp
honk echoed from my driveway. The sun was getting lower and
deepening to the bloody hue of cheap, rusted metal. The dusk
settled heavy and hushed, as if it knew something I didn’t. My
mom’s silhouette waved from the back porch that faced the
field.

“I gotta go,” I
called out, panting. “Mom wants me home before dinner.”

“Are we playing
tomorrow?” I added quickly, trying my best not to sound
overeager.

Allen looked like
he was about to say yes but paused. He turned to Shannon. Their
eyes met; a whole conversation seemed to pass between them in
silence. She didn’t speak but gave the smallest shrug, as if she
were tired of arguing.

Allen smiled and
turned back to me. “Yeah. Something different though.”

He clapped me on
the back, draped an arm around my shoulders like we were already
friends, and walked me toward the street. “Bring a bottle of water
and wear some old jeans. Trust me.”

“I’ll be here,” I
promised, then glanced over my shoulder one last time.

Shannon was still
watching me.

I wasn’t sure what
she saw. But I knew I wanted her to keep looking.

When I got home, I
sat down with my parents in the living room around a bucket of
fried chicken my mom had picked up for dinner. I told them about
the group of kids and got permission to meet up with them the next
day.

After dinner I went
down the stairs to my new ‘rooms.’ The house had a finished
basement with its own den, bathroom, and bedroom. The den had a bar
and a built-in entertainment center, which my dad promised to set
up with my PlayStation and a new TV so I wouldn’t have to use the
one upstairs. The bathroom had a sink, toilet, and standing shower,
and my mom said I could decorate it “within reason”, which meant
she’d pick everything herself. The bedroom already held my
full-size bed, dresser, and desk, with room to spare.

And it was all
mine.

Going from a tiny
bedroom with barely enough space for my twin-size bed and dresser
to practically a condo was amazing.

The house seemed
warm and full, a place where things might finally go right. I slept
soundly, a rock unaware that the next day would be the first domino
to topple in the horrifying Rube Goldberg Machine of my life.






Chapter 2

Beginner’s Maw





I scarfed down the
two PB&Js my mom made for lunch and washed them down with an
orange-flavored Mountain Dew, whatever chemical brew passed for
citrus that day. I emptied my plain black backpack, stuffed it with
a few bottles of water and more Mt. Dews, and headed for the front
door.

“Here,” Mom said,
using that light “don’t-push-me” tone, she saved for curfews and
unfinished homework. She pressed a cheap Velcro-strapped wristwatch
into my palm; the kind sold from a fishbowl on a gas-station
counter. The nylon band smelled faintly of her lemon dish soap; she
must have wiped it clean first.

“I already set the
alarm for five,” she added, tapping the scratched plastic face like
she was fastening the rule in place. “Home by six. Got it?” She
never said why six p.m. mattered, only that anything later felt
like tempting fate, which I never understood at the time.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Be safe. Love
you.”

“Love you too.”

I buckled the
watch, noting how loose the strap felt compared to the ones I had
lost or broken over the years. Mom kept replacing them as if each
new timepiece might finally keep me anchored to her sense of order.
The thought warmed me more than the soda had.

I stepped outside.
The air felt heavier than it had that morning, humid and still, as
if the day held its breath. I followed the connecting street back
to the field where four shapes waited at the tree line. I
recognized two of them right away.

Allen spotted me
first and grinned like he’d been expecting me. He broke from the
group with easy swagger. Shannon didn’t move, just kept her cold
green eyes pinned to me like I’d shown up late to something
unspoken. She looked annoyed, maybe bored, maybe something else.
Whatever it was, she clearly wasn't happy to see me.

Beside her stood a
shorter, compact boy built like a pitbull, and a tall girl with
enough presence to outsize them all. They both looked to be around
Allen and Shannon’s age.

“Will!” Allen
called. “Perfect timing, dude. Lemme introduce you to the rest of
the Caver Gang. This is Alicia and Theo.”

Alicia offered a
small, cautious wave from her spot, not lifting her hand past her
shoulder. Shannon was the kind of girl you got in trouble for
staring at; Alicia, the kind who could spike a volleyball through
your chest. She was tall, taller than anyone else there, and built
with the kind of legs and shoulders that made you think of gym
class and dodgeball-patterned bruises.

At the time, I
thought of her as the athletic type, like that made her less
confusing than Shannon somehow. But that was just thirteen‑year‑old
logic, trying to sort girls into types I didn’t understand yet.

What actually
caught my attention wasn’t her height or lingering air of strength.
It was the way the jaw length cloud of oak‑colored curls bounced
when she moved, and how the sun caught warm, reddish tones in her
hair that didn’t seem to be there in the shadows. Her smile was
small and uncertain, but it stuck with me longer than it had any
right to.

Theo, on the other
hand, didn’t wait for an introduction. He rushed forward and threw
his arms around me in a bear hug so sudden it nearly knocked the
breath out of me. He didn’t even reach my chin, but he was thick
with muscle, solid and coiled. He had the perfect build for a
wrestler and easily outweighed me by twenty-five pounds despite
being a solid half-foot shorter than me.

The hug was tight,
but careful. Controlled. Even then I remember thinking,
This guy is used to holding things back. I
had no doubt he could’ve snapped me in half without much
effort.

He wore a
sleeveless shirt that showed off just how well puberty had been
treating him, even while denying him the height that was so
cherished by teenage boys. His skin was darker than mine, smooth
over his arms but speckled with acne along his jaw. Even so, he
probably would’ve been considered better looking than me or Allen
by most girls our age, though I wouldn’t have admitted that out
loud.

When he pulled
back, he gave me a once‑over and nodded like he was appraising
livestock.

“Oh yeah,” Theo
said with a grin. “He’ll fit just fine.”

“Fit?” I asked,
raising an eyebrow at Allen. “What is he talking about?”

“Beginner's Maw,”
Alicia muttered, then reached out and gave Allen a half‑hearted
slap on the arm. The motion looked awkward, like she wasn’t used to
faking anger. “You didn’t tell him what we were doing, you
ass?”

Allen yelped
dramatically and rubbed at his wounded arm. “Of course not! No one
told me before I went in, either.”

Theo nodded
solemnly and stroked his chin like a kung‑fu movie sensei. “That’s
right. We didn’t. Maybe it’s better this way, keep the kids in the
dark.”

“What’s a
‘Beginner’s Maw’?” I asked, trying not to let the name sound as
ominous as it felt.

“It’s—” Alicia
started, but Theo cut her off with both hands in the air.

“No, no, no! Let
him find out when we get there. I like this new approach.”

Allen grinned,
threw an arm around my shoulder like we were already blood
brothers, and steered me away from the group, not toward the
street, but toward the shadowed edge of the woods.

Like the entire
neighborhood, the back of the field was lined by woods, with
foliage thick enough that the midday summer heat noticeably cooled
as we broke into the shade. The ground was covered in twigs and
branches from countless spring and autumn storms. A clear path
wound through the trees, worn by teenagers who came before.

As I followed
behind Theo I noticed a pair of black dots on the top of his right
shoulder near the outer arm. They matched the pair on Shannon’s
left shoulder perfectly in size and distance apart. I wanted to ask
about them, but it felt too awkward to bring up suddenly.

We chatted about
pointless things as we wove through the woods and soon the sound of
a creek joined our idle banter. We came up on the running water
moments later, which was much wider than I had guessed from the
sound.

“Alright, here’s
Shit Creek,” Allen said as he walked down to the edge and dipped
his fingers in.

“Shit Creek?
Really?”

“That’s what
everyone calls it, since it feeds into the water‑processing plant
for the county,” Alicia offered with a shrug. “It flows into a
bigger river the next county over. High schoolers meet farther
upstream on weekends to party. You need four‑wheelers or dirt bikes
to get there, though.”

“But that’s not
what we are here for,” Theo said, already moving upstream along the
gravel band that passed for a path. “It’s a bit further. Keep
up.”

Shannon’s gaze
tracked me the whole time, chin tucked, shoulders pitched forward
like she was bracing for an impact only she could feel.

“We already have a
full headcount,” she muttered just loud enough for me to hear,
kicking a clod of mud as she passed it. Allen tried for a joke, but
she cut him off. “Not every stray needs a pack, Allen. We’re doing
fine.”

The words landed
light yet sharp, a warning rather than a snarl. Underneath it I
caught the flicker of something raw, hurt dressed up as caution,
then the mask slid back into place.

Allen fell into
step beside me and bumped my elbow, hoping that I hadn’t heard her.
“First time I did this walk I tried to act cool and slipped on a
wet root. Theo swears I screamed.”

“I did not swear,”
Theo called without turning. “I stated a historic fact.”

Alicia snorted and
adjusted the strap of her small pack. “You squeaked, Allen. Like a
hamster that found out that hamster‑Jesus had abandoned the
world.”

“More like he found
out the chipmunk heathens were right and that hamster‑Jesus was
never real,” Theo threw back over his shoulder.

Allen clutched his
heart and staggered in mock pain. When the playful groan faded, he
leaned closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur only I
could hear.

“Don’t let them
fool you. They roast everyone on their first trek. Comes with the
territory.” He nodded toward the trees. “Tradition number one:
every rookie has to pick a trail name after the first successful
crawl. Something embarrassing if you let them choose, so think
ahead.”

“Trail name?” I
asked. “Like a call sign?”

“Exactly. Theo was
‘Mud Monster’ for a year because he fell face first into the creek.
Alicia is ‘Spike’ for clocking me with a volleyball. Shannon… well,
she never tells hers, which somehow makes it worse. You survive
Beginner’s Maw; you’ll probably be assigned one of your own soon
enough.”

Before I could
answer, Alicia’s voice cut in from a few steps ahead. “Allen, stop
scaring the kid with your made‑up bylaws.”

“Made up? Name one
that isn’t real.”

She shrugged
without turning. “The mud face‑paint ceremony. You invented that on
the walk last summer.”

“Traditions have to
start somewhere,” he called back, defensive but smiling.

I laughed a little
too loudly. The sound felt strange, like I had borrowed it from
someone more at ease with the world.

Shannon brought up
the rear, silent but not disconnected. She flicked small stones
into the creek as we walked, each pebble hitting a ripple with a
neat plink. Every so often I caught her eyes on me, measuring,
weighing, then drifting away again.

We followed the
water for about ten minutes, shoes sliding on damp moss when the
bank narrowed. Conversation rose and fell in easy waves: Theo
pointing out raccoon tracks, Alicia guessing the water temperature,
Allen telling a story about a middle‑school dance disaster that
made everyone groan. I answered when asked, listened more than I
spoke, and tried to pin their voices to memories, afraid I’d mix
them up later.

When the trees
widened around a bend, the creek gave up its secret.

The Rock waited, a
pale block of limestone jutting over the current, a careless
giant’s dropped stone. The water curled around the slab, slow and
respectful, convinced the stone had every right to be exactly where
it was.

“You remembered a
bottle, right?” Allen’s voice carried a jitter of excitement.

I unzipped my pack
and held up two.

“Oh, rookie
over‑prepared.” He grinned. “You only need one, and it has to be
empty.”

I drank from the
first, poured the rest into the creek.

“Anything
else?”

“Leave your pack
and follow us,” Shannon said. She dropped her satchel beside a
tree, the gesture brisk, and I mirrored her.

Twenty yards beyond
The Rock, a scar in the hillside appeared.

Beginner’s Maw.

It looked less like
a mouth, more like a wound, a horizontal gash maybe twenty feet
wide and four feet high. The same giant who lost the limestone
block might have dragged a shovel across the slope and never
bothered to patch the damage. Time remembered even if people had
forgotten.

Theo’s voice
settled into something part ceremony, part dare. “Allen nominated
you. You crawl in, fill the bottle, drink the water on top of The
Rock, carve your name, done. After that we can take you to the
Ora—”

Shannon slapped his
arm, a sharp crack that bounced off the trunks. Theo towered over
her, yet he only rubbed the spot and held his tongue.

"Not yet," she
said. She pointed into the dark seam. "He earns it first."

I faced the
opening, trying to read its depth from the black. "How far does it
go?"

"You’ll find that
out yourself," Allen answered. His voice carried a mock gravity,
corners of his mouth twitching upward.

Theo stepped in
beside him and lowered his voice so only I could hear. "First
time’s rough for everybody," he said. "I got stuck in that squeeze
right there and scraped half the skin off my elbow trying to
wriggle backward. Thought the cave was gonna keep me." He let out a
short laugh, more amused than embarrassed. "Allen dragged me out,
patched me up, and shoved me right back in. Point is, you just keep
moving and remember to breathe. Cave only wins if you quit."

The story shouldn’t
have helped, but it did. If Theo could mess up that badly and still
come out smiling, maybe I could survive one crawl.

I slid the empty
bottle into my back pocket and drew a breath that tasted of wet
leaves. Four friends, new friends, waited behind me like it was
Wednesday, and caves were ordinary. If they could do it, so could
I.

"See you on the
other side," I said, trying to sound braver than I felt, and
dropped to my knees at the edge of the dark.

And yet, staring
into that slit of darkness, I felt a wave of panic rise in my
chest. I did not let it build. I did not let it name itself. I just
moved.

The entrance was
easy enough. I had to duck a little to walk upright toward the
back. About ten yards in, the cave began to narrow, both in width
and height, like a throat. The name started to make more sense.

To keep going, I
had to drop to my hands and knees.

I glanced back
once. The silhouettes of the Caver Gang stood just outside the
light, watching. Waiting.

Not wanting to look
scared, I dropped down and crawled forward.

Soon I was in total
darkness. True darkness. It wasn’t the weak black of night or my
room deep within my basement. Those places still offer a hint of
something: the faint glow of moonlight through curtains, the
distant smear of a streetlamp, the ghost outline of furniture
proving the world is still there. Here, there was nothing. No
shapes, no half‑shades, not even shadows. The dark felt solid, a
velvet curtain pressed against my face, swallowing every stray
glimmer of light.

That did not make
it hostile. It was a fact of nature, the stone and earth
whispering, You belong to the light, and there is
no light here. That is the way of things.

My heart pounded
louder with every breath, yet the thought of crawling back out
empty‑handed, only to be mocked for it, was stronger than this
absolute darkness. So, I kept going.

The cave walls
pulsed with slow rhythms, narrowing and widening like the flex of
some ancient muscle. Every few feet the floor dipped lower. If the
rocks had been slicker, I could have slid.

The ceiling dropped
again, just enough to force a choice. No more crawling on hands and
knees. I had to bellycrawl the rest of the way, so I did.

I was a newborn
snake, still figuring out how to shift my weight without grinding
myself into stone. I lifted one leg slowly, careful not to jab it
against the jagged rock. Once it was parallel with my side, I
reached ahead with the opposite hand, feeling for purchase in the
dark, then pushed with the leg, hauled with the hand, and slid
forward.



