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Standing on the outskirts of the pack, Trina pulls her large coat around her body and 

bounces on her toes. Her breath comes out in puffs, the freezing upstate New York air more 

bitter than she ever imagined. The college freshman begins to question why she came so far 

north for school, but the sight of two attractive sophomores eyeing her makes the young woman 

forget her worries. Not being a pledge, Trina stands out from many of the other girls because she 

has no Greek letters on her face or streaks in her hair. If it was not for losing a billiard game to 

her roommate, she would probably have remained inside. Instead, she is standing at the western 

point of campus in front of an already chuckling crowd. Feeling the icy chill nip at her nose, the 

black-haired student waves to another girl who walks over with a tray of shots. With a shivering 

hand, she takes one of the drinks and downs it to feel a burning that runs down to her belly. It is 

only after Trina is done that she considers alcohol might not be the best thing to have before 

going through with the challenge. 

A sharp whistle silences all the runners and they turn to where a couple are standing up 

ahead. The man and woman look warm in their winter clothing, but their exposed hands still 

shiver as they grip their trashcan lids. When another whistle goes off, they slam the metal lids 

together and hurry to the side of the road. All the runners scramble to strip completely naked and 

begin the yearly winter streak that will take them across campus. Cheers from the crowd see 

them off, those in the middle of the pack feeling more comfortable than those on the edge. Only 

those that are completely drunk show off with a small dance before rushing to catch up to the 

others. 

Being totally exposed, Trina does her best to shield herself while following the rest of the 

group. The only thing that prevents her from falling behind is that she did track in high school 

and still runs every morning. Even though she has only been on campus for a few months, she 

knows the route along the lake. It is a smart decision since it puts the streaking students behind 

the dorms and shields them from view. The only way they will get in trouble is if one of the 

many people looking out the windows or hanging out by the water calls security. A realization 

that she could be arrested drives Trina to run faster, but the darkness and bumpy ground make it 

difficult to build up speed. It does not help that some of her fellow runners are beginning to get a 

little too grabby, which forces her to move further away from them. 



“Hi, I’m Bryce Hall,” a blonde-haired woman says as she gets closer to Trina. She smiles as 

the other student stares at her toned body, but the friendly expression quickly turns to a blushing 

frown. “Can you keep a secret? Nobody will hear us over here. I’m cheating. Put some pasties 

and a flesh-colored, side-tied thong on once we got into the trees. I’ll take them off as we get 

close to the end though. You don’t look like you’re pledging either.” 

“Isn’t there a dorm named Bryce Hall?” Trina asks, immediately regretting her question. She 

notices how tense her new running partner gets and reaches out to give a friendly pat on the 

shoulder. “Sorry about that. I guess you get that a lot. I’m Trina Marks and I lost a bet. Didn’t 

think my cruel roommate would pick this as my dare. I was only going to have her eat an entire 

pint of ice cream since she’s always trying to stay in shape. It wouldn’t be the first time I saw her 

cheat that badly on her diet anyway. Why are you here?” 

“My therapist says I need to take more risks and expose myself.” 

“I’m a psychology major and I don’t think that’s what your therapist meant.” 

“Honestly, I’m fine like this and probably would be okay naked.” 

“What degree are you going for?” 

“Physical education and nutrition with a minor in biology, but it’s really because my family 

used to vacation at a nudist colony.” 

“You overshare to people far too quickly.” 

“Yeah, I have to work on that too.” 

The two women laugh, which draws attention from some of the other runners, who are 

gasping for air. Feeling more comfortable, Bryce takes off her underwear and pasties, but sucks 

in a breath at the sudden cold. Trina is about to ask a question when a flicker of movement 

catches her attention. She looks out over the water and swears that there is a figure moving on 

the shifting pack ice. Without slowing down, she watches the agile form leap and spin in the 

same direction as the race. The person becomes clearer by the second, her brown hair covering 

her face, except for a glint of gold beneath the thick tresses. Trina is surprised by the details that 

she sees, her eyes picking out every wrinkle in the dancer’s dark red gown. She is partially aware 

of the hairs on the back of her neck rising and goosebumps appearing on her arms. Even though 

her body is trying desperately to warn her of danger, the freshman remains mesmerized by the 

mysterious figure. The runner is stirred from her trance when she trips on a rock and stumbles 



several steps before regaining her footing. Looking back at the lake, she sees no sign of the 

woman, but there is an unnerving red hue to the edge of the ice. 

“People have bonfires on the shore,” Bryce mentions, pointing at her nose. She takes a deep 

sniff of the air, the faint aroma of burning wood making her smirk. “They don’t want people 

going out there, but you always get a few idiots. Last year, two students fell through and one was 

never found. Don’t get scared though. This isn’t a college where people are dying every year, so 

no need to transfer. I’m just a local, so we exaggerate. You out-of-staters and down-staters are 

always good for a laugh.” 

“Just for that, I’m beating you in this race,” Trina says, her voice showing more confidence 

than she really has. She races ahead with Bryce a few steps behind, the other runners cheering 

them on or groaning in misery. “This isn’t your sport, Bryce, so don’t hurt yourself. Still, I’m 

always up for a challenge. Loser has to buy the first round of shots.” 

***** 

Trina tries not to giggle as Bryce kisses her to deliver a fourth shot of whiskey, the tipsy 

girls having claimed a corner of the room for themselves. Curled up with each other on a large 

beanbag chair that reeks of beer, they ignore the drunken guys that stare at them. At first, they 

would wave at the leering faces, but an hour of being asked if they were interested in a 

threesome by men and women has made them more reclusive. Wearing jeans and nude-colored 

shirts that mark them as first and second place winners, Bryce and Trina enjoy being warm and 

covered. The rest of the party is nothing more than background noise, which a panicky young 

man is desperately trying to keep down to a mild roar. Playfully whispering to each other, the 

couple reach for their final shot and take it by clumsily twisting their arms together. Most of their 

drinks get on their shirts, but they are more upset about the wasted alcohol than the damp 

clothing. 

“You go get another few rounds,” Trina slurs as she rolls off the beanbag chair. She uses the 

wall to get up before helping Bryce stand, the pair sharing a short kiss before stumbling away. “I 

have to go the bathroom. Drank a lot of water before the race. Meet you back here as soon as I’m 

done. Get some tequila this time.” 

“Shouldn’t we go back to the room?” Bryce asks with a lazy smile. Her eyes begin to close, 

but she shakes herself awake. “I know we don’t have classes tomorrow, but I wanted to hit the 



gym for a little cardio. Then again, I’ll be lucky if I can walk in the morning. I can get us a bottle 

and we can have a private party back in our place.” 

“Sorry, but we can’t afford to get in trouble again. I’m sure both of us would be expelled for 

the noise alone,” the smiling freshman says while crossing her legs. Seeing someone else 

heading for the bathroom, she lets out a whimper and emphatically nods her head. “Fine, we’ll 

risk a third strike, but we have to be quiet this time. Now, let me go pee before I have an 

accident.” 

Nearly shoving people out of her way, Trina rushes to the bathroom while keeping an eye on 

the other girl. She guesses her opponent for the toilet is a sorority pledge with the way she is 

repeatedly stopped to chant something. Even with the delays, the cheering girl is nearly at the 

door by the time Trina gets around a group of boys singing a common drinking song. With a 

growl of determination, she barrels through a barely clothed couple and grabs the doorknob, her 

butt flicking to the side to knock her enemy away. A few people move to catch the defeated 

drunk, who is cursing at the top of her lungs and unwittingly showing that she no longer needs 

the bathroom. Trina feels a pang of guilt as she closes the door and locks it before scrambling to 

the toilet. With a sigh, she relaxes and grabs a can of air freshener to read, the words partially 

blurred by her faltering vision. 

A cold breeze runs up the tired girl’s spine and she practically jumps to her feet before 

realizing that the window is open two inches. She considers closing it, but stops when she 

catches sight of the lake. Memories of the dancer flood her mind and she anxiously looks for any 

sign of the mysterious woman. For a brief moment, she swears there is a horse standing in the 

shadow of a tree, but the silhouette is gone after a few blinks. Leaning closer to the window, 

Trina jumps back when a raven lands on the sill and silently stares at her. The bird’s unblinking 

gaze makes her uncomfortable, a feeling that is made worse when it manages to push the 

window further open. Opening the air freshener, she sprays the animal and drives it away, many 

more joining it in the air as they leave the trees. 

Trina continues watching for the birds while she finishes up, her hands fumbling with her 

belt. A bang on the door snaps her out of her trance, but she can only manage a slurred reply that 

is met with another impact. Clearing her throat, the young woman goes to wash her hands and 

checks herself in the mirror. Her stomach gurgles and tightens, forcing her to cling to the edge of 

the sink. She coughs and fights back the urge to throw up, the taste of sweet alcohol rising from 



her gut. Trina spits up some of the whiskey and watches it go down the drain, the red tint making 

her swear to never order cinnamon-flavored drinks again. Hearing another loud bang on the door, 

she opens her mouth to shout back, but a flash of heat through her body nearly causes her to pass 

out. 

Needing more air, Trina lurches to the window and throws it open, which attracts a pair of 

ravens. The birds remain on the ground where she cannot spray them and they refuse to move no 

matter how much she yells. She sucks in a big gulp in the hopes of clearing her head, but instead 

she spews alcohol and her dinner into the grass. More ravens land on the branches while the first 

two bravely fly onto the sill, their beaks mere inches from Trina’s dilated eyes. She is about to 

wave the animals away when a fresh bout of nausea causes her to throw up again. Not wanting to 

be seen, she covers her mouth with her hands and hurries to the toilet. The panicking freshman is 

vaguely aware of the birds entering the bathroom and surrounding her while she continues to 

vomit. A voice in her head screams that something is not right, a thought that becomes stronger 

when blood begins coming out of her mouth. No matter how hard she tries, Trina cannot stop 

herself and the last thing she sees is the dancer reflected in the metal toilet handle.



2 

Apollo Chambers is jolted awake by his teacher smacking his desk with her ruler, the wood 

nearly cracking from the impact. Taking a sip of water from the pink thermos next to him, the 

young man tries to remember when he got to class. He looks around the room and has trouble 

focusing on his surroundings until he sneezes. Posters of gods are on the walls that have been 

painted a sterile white until being carpeted a foot from the tiled floor. A marble statue is standing 

at the front of the classroom, its armless torso positioned so that it appears to be looking over its 

shoulder. Apollo scratches his head while flipping through his notebook, which is filled with 

incomprehensible jargon. He glances up to make sure his teacher is not watching him before 

making a quick sketch in the margin. The black-haired student focuses too much on the horned 

bird that he is creating, so he never notices the shadow that falls over him. 

“Pay attention, Mr. Chambers!” his professor angrily shouts, smacking his desk with her 

giant ruler. Leaning over the young man, she smiles and lets some of her brown hair fall on his 

hand. “You are my favorite student, but that will not get you out of trouble every time. We have 

the final coming up and that’s two hundred percent of your grade. You don’t want me to send 

you back to high school if you fail. Now, tell me about the two-faced god.” 

“I know the answer, Mrs. Addison!” a young woman hollers from the front. Her pig tails 

wave in the air instead of her hands, calling the grinning professor over. “Janus was a Roman 

God with no Greek counterpart. He presides over beginnings, gates, doorways, time, and 

transitions. Janus has two faces because he looks to the future and past. Some say he also 

presided over war and peace. Personally, I-” 

“Thank you, whoever, but you spoke out of turn,” the teacher states before hitting the 

student in the head with the ruler. The young woman shatters into pieces that melt into the carpet 

and sprout into twisting lilies. “How many times must I tell all of you that speaking out of turn is 

a punishable offense? Now, I have to make a bouquet to send to her parents. I swear, you have to 

be the dumbest students I have ever had. Unless you like my punishments, which I take as a 

compliment. I’m truly gifted in that regard. Now, what about Morpheus? Who can tell me about 

him?” 

The marble statue shakes and tries to turn around, which draws the professor to her own 

desk. Apollo takes advantage of the distraction to finish his sketch and add enough details to 

make it appear real. He can feel his mind wandering as the tiny creature abruptly rises from the 



page and wanders around his notebook. Even though he knows he is falling asleep, he cannot 

stop himself and lets the looming dream take over. Apollo smiles at the way the horned raven 

pecks at the gibberish he calls his notes and straightens the mess into words. It only gets two 

words into a phrase when the ruler comes down to crush the tiny animal into a splatter of black 

ink. 

“Unicorn or raven. Never combine the two or you will have to finish the semester without 

any pants,” Mrs. Addison states, a golden glint in her eye. Without warning she leaps to her desk 

and stands with her ruler above a set of buttons. “Sudden death pop quiz! Mr. Carmicheal, please 

answer the previous question.” 

“Morpheus is the god of sleep and-” a slow-talking boy says before a button is pushed. He is 

electrocuted in his seat, which bursts into flames and topples over. 

“Wrong! Tell me, Ms. Victoria, who is the oldest deity in the Mesopotamian pantheon?” 

“We’re still on Greek and Roman!” the girl argues, a ceiling panel flying down to smash her 

into a pancake. 

“I demand to know the only goddess to come out of modern America! Tell me, Captain 

Blunderbuss!” 

An old man in the corner with a pith helmet and a mop merely shrugs before a clawed hand 

erupts from his water bucket. The giant paw grabs the janitor and crushes him into paste, which 

is lapped up by a tongue that comes out of the monster’s wrist. Mrs. Addison whistles to stop the 

creature from eating and glares until it whines like a puppy. As the hand sinks back into the 

bucket, the professor begins smacking at the other buttons. Students are slaughtered in every 

direction, none of them looking shocked or putting up any resistance. A few smile and wave an 

instant before they are murdered, each one dying in a grotesque and unique way. When a glitter-

covered cheerleader’s chest is crushed by her sports bra tightening and shrinking, Mrs. Addison 

frowns and hits the button again. The student reappears only to be killed when she pops her gum 

and her head explodes instead. 

Unable to move, Apollo sits in the middle of the carnage and works on a new sketch. He 

does not look up until everything is silent and the rest of the class has been killed. For the first 

time since he woke up, the young man begins to feel afraid. Sweat trickles down his face and he 

gets the sense that he is being hunted. Looking around, he cannot see anyone else in the room, 

including Mrs. Addison. The statue remains behind the teacher’s desk, its marble skin splattered 



with blood that drip in a way to give the illusion of arms. Apollo slowly gets to his feet and steps 

over a student who has been melted into a pool of ooze. Going around the corpses, all he can 

think about is escaping the classroom. He stops when the water bucket in his path bubbles, the 

memory of the clawed hand making his heart race. Clenching his fists and gritting his teeth, he 

tries to sprint for the exit, but finds that he is not running any faster than he was walking. No 

matter how hard he pushes his muscles, Apollo cannot get his body to move at more than a 

terrifying crawl. It feels like it takes hours to reach the door, which falls off its hinges when he 

throws it open. 

“Such a disappointment,” Mrs. Addison sighs from the other side. Her mouth extends to the 

floor, allowing her to quickly bite Apollo’s head clean off his shoulders. “Not quite ripe yet. I 

guess we’ll have to meet again another day.” 

***** 

“So, let me get this straight,” Thomas Porter says while he waits for Apollo to finish getting 

dressed. Thumbing through one of his many books on bartending, the tall and lanky sophomore 

tries his best not to chuckle at his own thoughts. “You were in a class about mythology, which 

makes no sense for a meteorology major. This teacher doesn’t want you to fall asleep and you 

keep drawing a picture. After a few questions that get other students killed, she just starts wiping 

everyone out. You finally realize you’re in danger, run to the door, and she bites your head off 

like a praying mantis. There was also some message that starts with ‘never any’. Only one 

question I have to ask, man. How hot was this dream teacher? I mean, give me some details, so I 

can look for her when I go to sleep.” 

“You ask that every time I wake up screaming and describe my dream,” Apollo groans 

while he hunts for his missing belt. Finding it under his bed, he holds it out to show his friend the 

dust bunnies that have gathered on the cracked leather. “I swear, we cleaned the room three days 

ago and these things keep coming back. Starting to wonder if they’re really alive and multiplying 

in here. By the way, did you finally pick a major or have you found another way to delay that 

decision?” 

With a tired groan, Thomas gets off his bed and goes to the mirror, his green eyes looking 

sharper thanks to new contacts. “I still have a month to figure things out. My goal is to run a 

successful bar, so I need to figure out the right major. There are so many things to consider that I 



have to be careful. Sure, business major seems to make the most sense, but is that really the way 

for me to go?” 

“Yes. Yes it is.” 

“Like I’m going to take that from a guy who can get everything wrong and not get fired.” 

“Oh, those weatherman jokes never get old.” 

“Hey, did you say that one of the people in your dream was electrocuted?” 

“I think so. It’s kind of blurry now.” 

“Well, I heard a girl died last night when someone threw a curling iron into her shower.” 

“That is so not true,” Apollo says, throwing his pillow at Thomas. Watching it bounce off 

his stone-faced friend, he worries and takes a seat on his bed. “Geez, I never considered that 

happening. Still, why would a dream I’ve had for years connect to a death now? Unless it always 

has and I never heard about it. Maybe I sensed it happening and merged it into my dream. With it 

being around all the ridiculous ones, I’d never know the difference.” 

Apollo stops talking when he hears a brief chuckle from Thomas, his friend practically 

shaking from his restrained laughter. Realizing he has been tricked, the red-faced young man 

gets his pillow back and tries to hit his roommate again. Thomas is quick to get out of the way 

and grabs his jacket as he runs out the door. Apollo is right on his heels as the chase goes down 

the hallway and into the lobby. Several students in the lounge stop what they are doing to watch 

the welcomed distraction, all of them familiar with the roommates’ antics. A few people cheer as 

the pair run around a table, leap over a chair, nearly knock over the resident advisor, and charge 

out the open door. People laugh at the sight of Apollo and Thomas in the snow, one of them 

without his shoes and the other without a jacket. Like two chastised children, they trudge back 

inside to applause and take a bow before returning to their room. 

“That wasn’t funny,” Apollo mutters as he changes into a dry shirt. He tosses Thomas a pair 

of socks, which he keeps near the heating vent. “It was a really weird and vivid dream. Since 

I’ve had it for years, I assume it has to mean something. You’re pretty good at figuring out 

puzzles. Not to mention a bartender has to learn how to listen to customers and give advice when 

asked. What do you think?” 

“Pretty sure bartenders don’t act like NPC’s in a video game. At least not since the invention 

of electricity and indoor plumbing,” Thomas replies while drying his feet. Seeing the pained 

expression on his roommate’s face, he sighs and leans back in his chair. “I have no idea. There 



are so many factors and I’ve never read up on dream deciphering. I would need some time. Off 

the top of my head, you seem distracted and unsure of your path, which is why you focus on a 

drawing and have trouble answering questions. This Mrs. Addison is probably an amalgamation 

of several teachers that have inspired you over the years. Since you’re the type to take things so 

seriously, you probably worry that you’ll let them down.” 

Putting on his jacket and hat, Apollo nods his head while he thinks. “That makes sense to 

me. Beats Aurora’s theory that I’m crazy. Not sure why she doesn’t say the same about herself 

since she has the dream too. Yes, we’re weird and no you can’t date her. I forbid it and remind 

you that kissing my twin sister would be like kissing me. Just keep thinking about that whenever 

you get the urge to flirt with her.” 

“I’ll be a proper, uninterested gentleman,” the long-haired student declares before taking a 

fake rose and half a box of chocolates out of his bag. Double-checking his feet, Thomas grabs a 

scarf and holds the door open for his friend. “We need to stop goofing off and get to the club 

meeting. Jennifer sent a text about Bryce coming back. Probably a good idea for us to get there 

before Harvey and Chris open their mouths. Not sure if the curious one or the teasing one will 

piss her off first.” 

“Wait, what does that make you?” 

“The one whose roommate needs to start having sex dreams instead of freaky massacre 

dreams.” 

Apollo misses his kick when Thomas darts into the hallway and runs away with his arms 

held up in victory. Locking the door, the young man jumps when he touches the handle and a 

static shock zaps his fingers. Shaking his hand, he freezes at the realization that the dorm has 

become very quiet. Fearing that he is asleep again, Apollo reaches up to pinch his cheek, but 

stops when he hears someone yelling from the lobby. Breathing a sigh of relief, he hurries to 

catch up to Thomas, who is already outside and waiting with a snowball. The friends stare at 

each other through the door until the projectile is dropped and they silently agree to a temporary 

truce. 

***** 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Harvey Pugh asks as he bring Bryce a cup of water. The tall 

and cherub-faced student sits next to her, ignoring the way his friends look at him. “I wish I had 

some deep insight to say that would help you recover from your grief. The concept of loss and 



death change from culture to culture, so perhaps we simply make our own path. Do you find it 

difficult to be out of your room? It has been two weeks since Trina died and you two were 

becoming serious. Although, I’m unclear as to how someone can vomit up most of their 

digestive system.” 

“Maybe you would have an answer if you ever went to class,” Chris Garcon mutters, taking 

the seat on the other side of Bryce. Putting his hockey stick on the table, he leans back and tries 

to put what he believes is a comforting arm around the young woman’s shoulders. “I can’t 

imagine how horrible this is. You two were in love and now you’re alone. Harvey shouldn’t 

bother you with questions when you need someone to listen to. I’m always there for you. No 

strings attached since you’re a lesbian, so it isn’t like I’m hitting on you.” 

“For the last time, I’m bisexual,” Bryce groans, her fists clenched. The only reason she does 

not hit either of her friends is because she would not expect anything else from them. “Yes, I find 

it a challenge to be in public, Harvey. At least you’re trying to be kind, which I really do 

appreciate. Chris, you should go make out with Jennifer’s new friend. That anatomy dummy 

seems more your type. Why do you have that thing here? Hello? Hey, O’Connor, are you still 

with us?” 

Snapped out of her trance, the red-haired theater major nearly falls out of her chair. “Sorry, 

but I was up late pledging and part of it involved the dummy. I’ll be giving it back once we’re 

done here. Going to have to play the role of an idiot again. All I missed was Harvey asking an 

awkward question and Chris speaking from his mouth while thinking with his penis. Can’t 

believe future generations will be entrusted to a man like you. Don’t teachers typically have 

morals?” 

“Like I’m going to take that from someone who’s career path will eventually involve porn 

and a heroin addiction.” 

“Only if you mean I’ll be playing those roles in the movies.” 

“Don’t try for comedy. You’re terrible at it.” 

“My professor would politely disagree.” 

The students are startled by the slamming of a book, all four of them turning around to see 

the elderly librarian glaring at them. With a slow nod, the wrinkled woman goes back to her 

returns and whispers as a bald man comes through the door. Professor Jason Soleman stops for a 

moment to talk with his coworker, the pair keeping their voices low and watching the students 



through the corner of their eyes. Obviously uncomfortable with the conversation, the man fixes 

his crimson tie and does his best to hide his anger at the librarian. For her part, the woman 

remains calm and sits down to polish the star-shaped medallion hanging from her neck. By the 

time Thomas and Apollo came running inside, their advisor has given up on arguing and trudges 

to the group. He takes a final look at the librarian before pushing his glasses up his nose and 

taking a notebook out of his jacket pocket. Professor Soleman freezes at the sight of the anatomy 

dummy, his eyes immediately darting to Jennifer. 

“My teacher told me to imagine people in their underwear, so I thought imagining them with 

no skin would be even more effective,” the young woman explains with a playful giggle. She 

keeps smiling in the face of her angry advisor, who eventually lets out a sputtering sigh. “I will 

bring it back as soon as the club meeting is done. Maybe we can use it for something. There has 

to be some old mythology that involves body parts. Minus one kidney that I’m still searching the 

house for.” 

“It seems that I will be leaving as soon as I speak,” Professor Soleman says, hiding his 

amusement with a cough. The squeak of a chair causes him to turn around, the black-haired 

woman in a lab coat trying to act like she has always been there. “I get the feeling that none of 

you are interested in mythology today. One of you may have spent the night molesting an 

anatomy dummy, another just returned after a terrible loss, and a third obviously has something 

better to do. Let me leave you with a simple task. Pick a lesser god and write a paragraph about 

them. Everyone knows about the gods and goddesses that modern entertainment focuses on like 

the Olympians. All you have to do is find one, read a bit, and leave your work with Marcy over 

there to get your extra credit. I do thank you for helping with this club, which I hope will become 

a full class next year.” 

“I’ll make sure we get the work done,” Thomas declares, cutting off the latecomer. He 

continues smiling as the professor carries the anatomy dummy out of the library. “So, why is our 

great leader late? That isn’t like you, Aurora. Oh, before I forget, I’m happy to see you again 

Bryce. Not really sure what else to say since I know how serious you two were getting. Apollo or 

I can help you with this if you don’t feel up to it. Just ease back into things and let us know if 

you need some air.” 

“Why does he get to say stuff like that and not get in trouble?” Chris blurts out while putting 

his feet on the table. Turning to Jennifer, he starts to lick his lips, but stops when she returns the 



gesture. “How about we split into teams? Try to find deities who are polar opposites or have 

some kind of connection. I’ll work with Harvey and everyone else can split into pairs. Whoever 

wants to go solo can do so since there’s only seven of us.” 

“I’m sure that’s directed at me,” Aurora says in a strained voice. Rubbing her neck, she tries 

to clear her throat by sneaking a sip of energy drink from a flask. “Had to pull a late night at the 

farm because a calf was being born. It didn’t make it, so I’m out of it. Sorry to let everyone 

down, but it might be best to let me sink or swim on my own. Feel like taking an obscure death 

god anyway. We have to call mom and dad before afternoon classes, Apollo, so don’t take too 

long with Jennifer.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the flustered twin asks, his loud voice earning him a glare 

from Marcy. Avoiding eye contact with the theater major, Apollo takes a seat next to her and 

puts his hands between his knees. “Not that I’m upset about working with you, Jen, but my sister 

made it sound like I had something else in mind. I . . . Do you want to get some pizza for lunch 

and help me get out of a boring phone call? Entirely as friends and it would help me get a rise 

out of my family.” 

“I’ve always wanted to save a damsel in distress,” Jennifer teases, giving Apollo a quick kiss 

on the cheek. Getting both twins to blush fills the young woman with enough pride that she puffs 

out her chest. “This is my favorite club meeting to date. What about we all work together and 

choose a group of seven? That way we work and succeed together. My classes are doing a lot of 

team exercises this week, so I could use the practice. May I humbly recommend the Seven Lucky 

Gods of Japan? 

Feeling cornered, Bryce slides out of her chair and crawls under the table to get closer to 

Aurora. “That sounds like a great idea since some of us are out of it today. Not a big fan of the 

topic, but don’t listen to me. Hard to believe in luck after what happened to Trina and her family 

not being happy about me showing up at the funeral. Never mind since that’s not club business 

and we need to get this assignment done.” 

“Why weren’t they happy about you attending?” Harvey innocently asks. He yelps when 

Chris smacks him upside the head, the philosophy major covering his mouth when Marcy looks 

in their direction. “Okay, I think I understand. Sorry for asking. I forgot how often people refuse 

to accept the differences in others.” 



“That is such an adorable way to say you forgot that people can be assholes,” Jennifer 

interjects with a giggle. The rest of the club cannot stop themselves from laughing, which is cut 

off by the librarian slamming a book as loud as she can. “Let’s get this done before Marcy over 

there starts hurling encyclopedias at our heads. Love to meet the people that still use those 

relics.”
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Aurora closes her textbook and starts glaring at her brother, who continues staring at his 

notes. Deciding not to speak until she has calmed down, she goes to her dresser and hunts for a 

scrunchie to put her hair up with. Grabbing a mesh bag, the tired student throws in the ones that 

she forgot to clean last weekend. Aurora decides on a red one from the bottom, but realizes that it 

used to be white before a disastrous dissection in her zoology class. She can still vividly 

remember the sound of something bursting from the table behind her and the sensation of 

warmth and stickiness striking her head. Giving up on the distraction, she slams the drawer shut 

and whirls around to find that her brother is on his phone. Even though Apollo is trying to look 

like he is researching something, the sounds effects betray him. Taking her film camera off its 

hook, Aurora whistles to get his attention and gets him with her newest flash that temporarily 

blinds him. 

“Already got my money’s worth on this toy,” she claims with an evil grin. Carefully putting 

the camera back, she whirls around to cross her arms and put on her best authoritarian scowl. “I 

can’t believe you told mom and dad about that stupid dream. You know how much they worried 

when we had that as kids. We were nearly medicated because of it. Even though the setting 

changes, the whole thing with doodles and crazy deaths remain the same. Do you really want 

them to make us see a shrink again?” 

“If it helps me figure this out then I’ll go,” Apollo replies, imitating his sister’s posture and 

expression. Seeing that he is about to lose his video game, he quickly hits a few buttons with his 

thumb and quits. “There’s no reason to get so upset. Mom and dad think it’s only me, so you can 

keep lying. We both know you haven’t put whatever is causing our dream to rest. I’m still 

thinking a trauma in the womb. Could we have been quadruplets and absorbed the other two 

before birth?” 

“This is why I keep telling you take a creative writing minor,” Aurora says with a half-

hearted smile. Reaching under her mattress, she pulls out a diary and searches for the last time 

she had the dream. “It’s been a week for me and it was fairly tame. Everyone died from 

poisoning instead of a unique one each time. Then again, my experiences were never as vivid 

and varied as yours. Maybe you’re the cause of it all and I merely have to get hundreds of miles 

away to cure myself.” 

“That’s not very nice.” 



“You’re right, but it sounds like such a beautiful dream today.” 

“Can’t run away from your problems.” 

“Of course you can if you’re faster or can afford the airfare.” 

The awkward silence lingers as Apollo tries to figure out if his sister is serious about 

wanting to get away. Having never spent more than a weekend away from each other, it is 

difficult for the young man to imagine going for very long without her. He smirks at how 

strangers find their attachment creepy until they admit to being twins. Apollo is still amazed at 

what they can get away with since people tend to assume their shared birth has given them a 

predisposition for being strange. The only time he can remember things going off the rails was 

when they went to prom together in each other’s clothes, their real dates happy to be a part of the 

prank. To this day, he is not sure why the teachers and some of the students got so upset about an 

innocent clothing swap. 

“You were thinking of our prom prank again,” Aurora says, putting her fingers to her 

temples. Knowing that the psychic joke only works on new friends, she drops the act and flops 

onto her bed. “Do you think anybody else can decipher our different smiles? I can’t do it with 

anyone other than you. Be nice to see the truth behind expressions even for a day. That would 

help me talk with Bryce. I don’t think she was ready to come back.” 

“She wasn’t very talkative at lunch, but she seemed better,” Apollo replies, taking a seat at 

the desk. He scrambles out of the seat when a raven lands on the sill and violently bangs a large 

snail against the window. “Those birds are really creepy. I know we had them at home, but the 

ones here have no fear. Thomas and I saw a flock staring at us from across the street last week 

and they never moved. They were gone when we passed by later, but it looked like they had 

devoured a cat.” 

Aurora knocks on the glass to shoo the bird away, but it simply cocks its head to the side 

and stares at her. “Students probably feed them, so they aren’t afraid of humans. The ones you 

saw were guarding their meal. Even on campus, winter means less food. Although, I do see a lot 

of them. It’s like they’re the school’s version of pigeons, which I haven’t seen one of since our 

first week. Are we really talking about ravens?” 

“We’re only studying together until our friends get out of their classes or whatever they’re 

doing,” the young man reminds his sister. Waking up the computer, he goes to the school’s 

meteorology site and pulls up maps listed for the next class. “I’ve looked over these things a 



hundred times. There’s nothing else for me to do. Be nice if you had a television. I can’t believe 

your roommate, who is never here, forbids TV and you go along with it. Thomas would have to 

pry my favorite shows out of my cold dead fingers. You want to take a nap while I play some 

computer games, Aura?” 

“I’m not that tired and please don’t call me that, Po,” she responds, her eyes locked on the 

well-made bed on the other side of the room. With a groan, she gets to her feet and goes to her 

roommate’s closet. “The strange thing is that I haven’t seen her in a while. Always figured she 

came in while I was in the lab or I’ve become a very deep sleeper. Some of her clothes have been 

moved, but I don’t know where she could be on the weekends. Unless she managed to find a 

boyfriend and is staying with him. Doubt it considering how prim and proper she was. Nearly 

drove me to move off campus. I even started the paperwork and talked with Charlene in housing 

about it.” 

“You have got to stop running away from your problems.” 

“Does it look like I left?” 

“I’m just saying that you shouldn’t even consider it until you’ve tried to fight back.” 

“For the last time, I’m not putting itching powder in her bed.” 

“Killjoy.” 

***** 

Thankful for the end of the day, Professor David Ramel rubs his eyes as he pops an antacid 

and heads back to his office. Having spent the day trying to teach anatomy without his dummy, 

the tenured instructor wants nothing more than to relax with his collection of cruise pamphlets. 

He is still deciding on where to spend his sabbatical, which his wife has repeatedly told him will 

be five years overdue. Feeling a gurgle in his stomach, David stops at the nearest water fountain 

and drinks until the sensation goes away. Still caught up in his thoughts, the professor nearly 

turns into his anatomy dummy that is standing behind him. With a high-pitched yell, he jumps 

back and slams into the wall, a dull pain running up his back. 

“I’m sorry about that, Dave,” Professor Soleman says, the man standing only a few feet 

away. He takes a drink before patting his coworker on the shoulder in a half-hearted attempt to 

calm him down. “Good thing you have that vacation coming in a few months. I found Gem here 

in the library. She was left her standing in one of the rear stacks, but I have no idea who left her 

there. Probably one of the rowdier fraternities. You know how those pledging challenges go 



around this time of year. Can’t do anything unless we have evidence. By the way, Charlene, 

wanted me to talk to you about Harvey Pugh.” 

“Surprised to see you acting as her messenger,” David ruefully admits. Focusing on his 

dummy, he frowns at the gap where a plastic kidney once sat. “Thankfully, I have spares left 

over from previous pledge week casualties. Although, Gem has lasted a lot longer than the 

others. Glad I got her from that medical school in New York City. This girl is eighteen and looks 

as good as she did on her first day. Well, she will when I put the new kidney in. I’m rather 

surprised because it’s usually the liver or heart that the students take out.” 

“Avoiding the subject won’t make it go away,” Jason claims, taking his glasses off. Holding 

them up to the light, he casually cleans them in the hopes of the other man speaking. “We’re all 

aware that Mr. Pugh has yet to attend a class outside of tests. He even got his syllabus off our 

websites, but that doesn’t mean he should be expelled. All of his work comes in on time and he 

communicates with his professors. Think of Mr. Pugh as a special case.” 

Professor Ramel sighs and rubs his stomach, which feels uncomfortably tight. “He has no 

medical reason to avoid classes. I know he isn’t staying in his room since I’ve seen him leave to 

attend that mythology club. All of his professors have been talking about teaching him a lesson, 

but I’m going to do something about it. Maybe expelling is extreme, so I’ll write a letter to the 

dean about suspension. That’s the best I can do.” 

“What if we can get him a note?” 

“That sounds unethical.” 

“Not by much.” 

“Have a good night, Jason.” 

“Try to do the same, David, but know that Charlene won’t like your response.” 

Taking his anatomy dummy under his arm, Professor Ramel walks away without a second 

glance. Hearing a door close at the other end of the hallway, he relaxes and searches his pockets 

for his keys. Not wanting to put anything down, it takes him a minute to get the door open and 

push his way inside. Stacks of papers cover his desk and books are on every flat surface, a third 

of them written by the professor. David puts the dummy near the window, which he opens to get 

some fresh air. Checking his coffee maker, he grimaces at the cold remnants and settles for a 

soda from his mini-fridge. Sitting in his chair, the professor takes a few sips and chooses a paper 

to grade. 



A thud makes him jump and he looks around to find that the anatomy dummy has fallen 

over. Going to pick it up, he hears a fluttering above his head and flails to wave away the raven 

that came in through the window. The bird snatches an old bagel before leaving, two of its 

feathers landing on the ungraded papers. With a muttered curse, David moves the dummy away 

from the cold draft and searches for a tissue. Feeling another gurgle in his gut, he rushes back to 

his desk and takes another sip of soda. Patting his stomach, a loud belch makes him blush even 

though nobody else is around. He is about to return to his seat when a playful giggle causes him 

to turn around, the noise continuing until he coughs. 

“Must be my imagination,” he whispers, his eyes searching the shadows. The ceiling lights 

flicker, so he reaches up to tap at the bulb that falls to the floor. “And here I am without a spare 

and not enough moonlight to move around. This better not be a prank! Doesn’t make any sense 

that the bulb fell out. The socket would have to be stripped or sabotaged. I can simply leave the 

room and come back in the morning.” 

Letting the silence last for a few minutes, the nervous professor eventually heads for the 

door and does his best to avoid the books. Banging into a shelf, he winces at the pain shooting up 

his leg from a broken toe. Surprised at how easily he was injured, David tries to move with more 

care and fights the urge to rush for the door. He grabs the doorknob and twists to find that it has 

been locked, the jarring stop snapping his wrist. Wailing in pain, the terrified man stumbles back 

and scrapes against a cabinet. The sensation of blood flowing down his arm causes him to reach 

up to a gash, the edges frayed and raw. Whirling around, David steps on the broken bulb and his 

foot is reduced to blood-seeping shreds. Unsure of when he took his shoes off, he stops moving 

and tries to make sense of what is going on. 

Footsteps echo in the hallway before the doorknob starts to turn, the movement abruptly 

stopping. David tries to call out for help, but the attempt causes his jaw to break and hang loose 

on his face. Teeth fall out when he tries to push his mandible back up, the pain reaching a point 

where his body starts to feel numb. Attempting to reach his desk, he steps on a pile of books that 

slide beneath his feet. With a sickening snap, his lower leg twists and becomes completely turned 

around. Unable to walk, David hops and flails in the darkness, his moans echoing off the 

quivering walls. Having almost made it to his chair, his other leg suddenly shatters and he falls 

backwards. Professor Ramel hits the anatomy dummy with enough force to sever his neck and 



send his head rolling across the floor. A chorus of caws fill the room as three ravens fly through 

the window and begin to feast on the remains.
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Across campus, students sit in the class or one of the public lounges while waiting for a 

message about the gruesome death of Professor Ramel. Rumors have spread about what 

happened, but nobody is sure of the details. The story that he slipped and broke his neck has been 

overshadowed by word of his head being found in a bush outside his office. Having been found 

by the tightlipped Coach Warner, there is very little information being shared before the 

administration gives their official statement. Yet, most of the student body would rather continue 

guessing and seeing if their version can get more social media likes than the others. Many tell 

stories about a serial killer being on the loose while others try to push the idea that there are 

ghosts. Hearing Trina’s name come up several times, Bryce repeatedly wishes that she could stay 

in her room and avoid this sickening circus. 

“The teacher already took attendance, so we can leave,” Aurora suggests, putting a hand on 

her friend’s shoulder. She yawns and holds up a hand, her cheeks turning bright red from 

embarrassment. “Sorry about that. I was going to take a nap since this was my only class today, 

but we can hang out if you need to talk. Jennifer can come along too in case I pass out. She’s 

been looking for an excuse to get away from her roommate anyway. Right, Jen? Hey, O’Connor, 

stop winking at boys. You look ridiculous.” 

“You mean I look cute,” the theater major replies, her bubbly personality in place. Wiggling 

her fingers at her admirers, she keeps her hand out to reapply her nail polish. “I’d be happy to go 

to your room. Mine is being used for stuff that I don’t want to think about. This new girl is 

determined to drive me away with cigarette smoke and loud music. She doesn’t hide the fact that 

she wants a single. Enough about me though, how are you holding up, Bryce?” 

“Let me put it this way. I miss being teased for having the same name as that crappy dorm 

Aurora lives in,” the blonde-haired student replies with a smirk. Looking at her long tresses, she 

reaches into her bag and pulls out a bottle of dye. “Maybe you two can help me. I was thinking 

of putting black streaks in my hair in memory of Trina. It sounds crazy when I say it out loud, 

but I always loved her color. It was this natural darkness that sparkling when the light hit it just 

right. If I do this with friends, then maybe it won’t feel as insane.” 

The other girls look at each other and shrug before Jennifer states, “I’ve done crazier over 

losing boyfriends. When we get out of here, I’ll show you some pictures of my dark period in 

high school. If there’s one thing this redhead can’t pull off it’s the emo goth look. Yes, I know 



those are two different things, Aurora, but I still don’t know which one I was going for. Chalk it 

up to youthful confusion.” 

“Well, this is turning into a fun party,” Bryce dryly replies, her mood improving thanks to 

her friends. Spotting Apollo and Thomas on the other side of the room, she is about to wave 

them over when she sees them call out to Chris and Harvey. “Maybe it’s best to have it only be 

us girls. Don’t think I’m ready to deal with Chris again. I know he means well with his teasing 

and jokes, but he still comes off like a jerk.” 

“Probably because he acts that way on the hockey team and can’t always turn it off,” Aurora 

mentions while putting her head down. She is about to fall asleep when Jennifer reaches over to 

pinch her on the leg. “Why did you do that? Now I have that ugly polish on my pants and I didn’t 

want to do laundry until the weekend. Guess I’ll be cleaning these in one sink while you two 

work on the hair.” 

“I’ll make it up to you,” Jennifer whispers, patting her backpack. Looking around, she opens 

it just enough to let her friend see a familiar box. “Got these in the mail this morning. They 

messed up my order and sent me three instead of one. Figured even the occasional health nut 

over there would be happy to indulge.” 

“How does someone who devours twelve gourmet cupcakes a week stay so thin?” Bryce 

asks, her stomach rumbling at the thought of the tempting treats. 

“I don’t own a car and walk everywhere.” 

“So do I, but three slices of pizza still force me to wear elastic waistbands for a few days.” 

“Maybe I’m part hummingbird?” 

“Does that make any sense, Aurora?” 

Having nearly fallen asleep again, the zoology major yawns and looks from one friend to 

other. “Yes, because I’ve been sneaking into her room to conduct experiments. I’ve been 

injecting her with hummingbird DNA to see what happens. My hope is that she’ll sprout wings 

in a month. You can already tell that something is changing because her tongue is a little longer 

than when I started.” 

“Very funny, mad scientist,” Jennifer replies with a nervous laugh. She turns away and 

sticks out her tongue, which she curves up to see if it looks different. “That wouldn’t really work, 

right? DNA can’t be swapped out like in the movies. I mean, that kind of technology isn’t 

possible, especially by a college student. Right, Aurora? Aurora?” 



Every classroom computer and television comes to life, the face of Charlene from the 

administration building filling the screen. The middle-aged woman leans back in her chair and 

dabs at her eyes with a tissue. It is obvious that she has been crying, the red and puffiness on her 

face looking more vivid when she turns on a desk lamp. Her brown hair is neat and tied up in a 

simple bun, but there is a single strand sticking out from the back. Calmly folding her hands in 

her lap, she waits until someone behind her computer gives her the signal to start talking. Sitting 

up straight and clearing her throat, the administrator fixes the camera with a stare that silences 

everyone who is looking. 

“Good morning. Thank you for your attention and I apologize for the disruption to your 

education,” Charlene says in a sweet voice. Pausing to fix a porcelain kitten statue, she puts on 

her best smile and sighs. “As many of you have heard, Professor David Ramel was found dead in 

his office last night. There have been many wild stories going around campus, so I am here to tell 

you the truth. He was not murdered or found grotesquely torn apart. Professor Ramel’s head was 

not found in the bushes and the rumor about a raven eating his eye on top of the central dining 

hall is entirely false. All that occurred was he went back to his office, had too much to drink, and 

tripped over a stack of books. The corner of his desk caught his chin and his neck snapped. I am 

sorry to upset the sensitive ones out there, but this had to be said. Too many lies have circulated 

in the few hours that have passed. The faculty asks that you show the deceased some respect by 

holding to the facts. For those of you who had Professor Ramel as an advisor, you will be 

reassigned by the end of the week. Finally, all anatomy classes will be taken over by his teaching 

assistant, Ms. Sherrywood. Thank you and please take today to give your condolences and 

refocus your attention on your studies.” 

“That sounded more like they wanted us to stop making a big deal out of this,” Aurora 

mentions as the other students begin to leave. Having taken a seat in the middle of the room, she 

waits with her friends until the crowd has cleared. “She didn’t have to give all those examples 

and look so hungry doing it. Has Charlene ever given either of you the creeps? I’ve only dealt 

with her a few times, but she makes my skin crawl. Nobody even knows her last name. Ugh, now 

I’m sounding like my brother.” 

“At least you don’t smell like him,” Jennifer quips, giving a playful sniff. Her nose wrinkles 

at the faint aroma of animals and blood. “I take that back. You need to take a real shower. I’m 

buying you soaps and shampoos from the student union. Don’t even argue. There’s being 



unladylike and then there’s smelling like a veterinarian’s office. One that doesn’t have air 

conditioning on a hot day.” 

“Glad somebody else said it,” Bryce mutters with a smirk. Seeing the look of shock on 

Aurora’s face, she takes her friend’s hands and leads her toward the door. “We really do care 

about you. So, know that we say this out of love. Not only for you, but for our own senses of 

smell.” 

“Thanks. I’m so touched,” the zoology major ruefully replies. 

***** 

Apollo steps out of the bushes and waves for his friends to follow, the security guard 

heading off to his next patrol stop. They hurry toward the science building and keep low even 

though the crouched walking makes them look suspicious. Harvey is the first to stop when he 

catches his reflection in a window and he whistles for the others to do the same. With everyone 

muttering about Thomas’s ridiculous suggestion, the four students cross the street and act like 

they are out for a stroll. Relaxing by the bottom of the stairs, Chris shows off the newest trick he 

has learned with his hockey stick. Flipping a puck from one side to the other, he gestures for the 

others to move away when he spots an attractive woman coming by. She smiles back at the 

handsome athlete, who promptly misses his next juggle and watches his last puck roll into a 

nearby storm drain. Leading their morose friend to the front door, they take a final look around 

before Thomas grabs the handle. 

“I’ll keep watch and text you if anyone is coming,” Chris whispers as they step inside. He 

takes out his child psychology book and opens to a random page to pretend that he studying in 

the hallway. “If campus police come back then I’ll say I wanted a quiet place to study. Let’s not 

take too long though. They have pizza at the dining hall. We don’t want to miss that since the 

best pies will be gone in the first hour.” 

“You have got to be kidding me,” Thomas says, staring at his friend with his head cocked to 

the side. Looking at the far end of the hallway, he wonders if he can drag the stronger man to 

Professor Ramel’s office, but doubts his chances. “First of all, you never study, so nobody is 

going to believe that. Second of all . . . don’t be a coward. You agreed that something didn’t 

seem right about this and we should check it out. The fact that there’s no police tape makes this 

even stranger. Come on, Chris, or somebody else is going to get a chance to poke around before 

us. Even Harvey is coming.” 



“Yes, but I feel like paying my respects to place where he was last alive,” the taller student 

admits, shying away immediately. Taking out an inhaler, he has a puff and relaxes before 

speaking again. “I don’t think we should force Chris to follow. After all, we do need a lookout 

and getting into trouble would cost him his scholarship. You two are paying to attend and I don’t 

care if I get kicked out, so he is risking more than the rest of us. Besides, standing here and 

arguing increases the chances of us getting caught. Not to mention the small office would make 

it difficult for three, much less four, people to escape. I alone would hog a single window given 

my size.” 

Before Thomas can say anything, Chris holds up his phone and shows that it is already set 

with a warning text. “Trust me with this. I want to help, but I can’t be stupid about this. Much 

rather my last adventure with all of you being more than sneaking into a dead man’s office. I will 

stay right at that intersection where they have a desk. They won’t even see me texting from my 

pocket. Come on, Thomas. You know this is smart.” 

“Fine, but . . . Where’s, Apollo?” 

“He’s pretty good at disappearing.” 

“I know. It’s like living with a ninja cat.” 

“Do you mean a cat trained as a ninja or a ninja that turned into a cat?” 

“I don’t even know how you could guess the second one.” 

“Sounded wittier in my head.” 

“Uh-huh . . . Good luck keeping watch. 

Thomas heads down the hallway with his friends a few steps behind, Chris stopping to get 

comfortable at the desk. The other two press themselves against the wall until they come to a 

door. Harvey crawls across the hallway and stays low while continuing ahead, Thomas imitating 

him when he comes to the next room. The pair repeat the odd maneuver, both of them doing a 

clumsy combat roll when they reach an open doorway. Sweating in their heavy winter coats, they 

stop at a barely working water fountain for a drink and continue being what they assume is 

stealthy. By the time they reach Professor Ramel’s office, Thomas and Harvey are exhausted and 

rest for a minute before opening the door. Focused more on being quiet, they nearly crash into 

someone standing only a few feet inside. They reach up to cover their mouths, the muffled 

screams of fear still able to be heard in the hallway. 



“You guys sure are loud,” Apollo says with his back to his friends. Seeing a clean spot, he 

jumps to it and crouches to check a toppled stack of books. “This place is a mess, but I heard 

Professor Ramel wasn’t much of a cleaner. My nose is clogged from a cold, but I swear there’s a 

chemical smell in the air. Almost like I taste it. Does anyone know what we’re expecting to find 

here?” 

“Signs of foul play,” Thomas declares in a terrible British accent. Showing less concern than 

his roommate, he walks over the scattered papers to check the broken anatomy dummy. “There’s 

definitely the smell of bleach around here. Probably the murderer attempting to clean up all of 

the blood. That or the janitor wanted to disinfect everything. I think this used to be a hamburger, 

but I can’t tell. We might have made a mistake.” 

“I found some black feathers and bird droppings over here,” Harvey announces as he checks 

the shelves. Trying not to step on anything, he trips and lurches to the desk that shifts with a loud 

screech. “Sorry about that. I think I’ve given enough respect to the late professor, so can I go 

wait with Chris?” 

“There will be no more quitters here,” Thomas replies while he checks a cabinet. Whistling 

at what he found, the grinning young man pockets the small bartending book and turns around to 

find his friends scowling at him. “I’ve been looking for one of these and it isn’t like anybody will 

miss it. Fine, I’ll put it back, but you two better remember this for my birthday next month. Have 

we figured anything out?” 

Taking a seat at the desk, Apollo cautiously taps at a warm can of soda that hisses when it is 

jostled. “The smartest idiot is the one who is probably taking a nap in the hallway. We have 

nothing that says anything funny happened. Considering how cold it is in here, it’s easy to 

assume the windows were left open and some birds must have come in. You know, this was a 

smart idea an hour ago. Now, it seems really stupid. I vote that we leave and take a walk to the 

newest fast food place. Harvey, do you have any coupons?” 

“This isn’t the time for food.” 

“Says the guy who ate my last donut.” 

“You had the chocolate milk.” 

“Which you left out of the fridge for a full day.” 

“So about those coupons, Harvey.” 



The windows slam shut with enough force to crack the glass, a single shard falling into the 

room. All three of their phones go off at the same time, the rapid beeps making them fumble to 

check their messages. Instead of a warning from Chris, they see gibberish and random pictures of 

puppies and kittens. The sound of flapping wings emanates from the shadows that shift around 

the room, the patches of darkness causing a chill whenever they pass over one of the students. A 

desk drawer rattles and bursts open to spew a fountain of saccharine-smelling soda. The last 

straw is when the anatomy dummy’s organs launch out of the body one at a time, the plastic 

pieces driving the students away.
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Squinting through the flowing soap, Aurora does her best to reach up and get the body wash 

bottle that Jennifer is dangling over the shower stall wall. Hearing a muttered curse from her 

right, her fingers slip and the container falls. Bouncing off the faucet, she is hit by a burst of cold 

that drives her into the corner. Stretching through the frigid water, Aurora makes it hot again and 

practically dives into the warmth. She is busy picking up the body wash when a loofah comes 

sailing over the wall and bops her in the head. A playful laugh from Jennifer makes her smile 

when she experimentally sniffs at the rose-scented soap. Not a fan of the smell, she considers 

putting it outside with her regular shampoo. With a sigh of defeat, Aurora realizes that her 

aggressive friend would probably give her a sniff test. Putting a little of the body wash on the 

loofah, she goes about cleaning herself of two days of sweat and dirt. 

“It looks like I’m leaking oil in here,” Bryce states from her stall. The sound of her fumbling 

with the hair dye bottle is met with another round of cursing. “I’m telling you, Jenn, that these 

directions make no sense. Wouldn’t a shower wash out the dye before it has a chance to set? This 

better not be a waste of my time because I was serious about this. By the way, does anybody 

have an extra disposable razor?” 

“Are we really going to start throwing sharp objects around?” Aurora asks before a box sails 

over her stall. A startled yelp from Bryce causes Jennifer to giggle, the redhead obviously 

enjoying the time away from her roommate. “So, I got a text that the boys went to check out 

Professor Ramel’s office. Apollo said something weird happened and they wanted to meet with 

us for dinner. Gives us a few hours to hang out and talk.” 

“Or we can say no and make this all about us girls,” Jennifer replies in a lazy voice. She 

pauses when someone walks into the communal bathroom, the whispering person leaving a 

minute later. “Pledging hasn’t given me much time for socializing with all my non-sorority 

friends. Should be over in a week, but I’m getting antsy. Not to mention I dread going back to 

my room. I found half a peanut butter sandwich under my pillow yesterday. Natalie said she 

knew nothing about, but it isn’t like her boyfriend is smart enough to pull off even the simplest 

of pranks.” 

Aurora throws the loofah back over and puts the body wash outside, her nose steadily 

becoming used to the smell. “Well, you do act like an idiot around her. She probably doesn’t 



think much of you. Let’s talk about something more positive. I did my first solo dissection two 

days ago. It was a-” 

The sounds from the other showers change, giving Aurora enough time to consider that 

something is about to happen. She is busy trying to figure out what is going on when capfuls of 

water come sailing over both walls. Jolts of cold run through her body as she tries to avoid the 

attacks, her friends laughing too hard to continue for more than a minute. Aurora can hear their 

teeth chattering and faint murmurs about needing warmth as the showers return to pumping out 

steamy water. Taking the hint, she finishes shampooing her hair and quietly stands with her head 

back to let the suds flow from the long tresses. Hearing Bryce stop her shower and pull back the 

inner curtain of her stall, she considers doing the same, but the feeling of warm water on her 

scalp is too good to give up. 

Closing her eyes, Aurora puts out her arms to brace herself against the walls and lets out a 

slow breath. She can feel her muscles relaxing and all of her pent-up tension flowing down her 

body, the idea of it seeping out of the soles of her feet making her smile. She cannot remember 

the last time she felt so loose and calm since she has been working so hard for her classes and 

extra lab hours. The knots in her shoulders and neck make it difficult to relax completely, but she 

still enjoys the sensation of coming close. Remembering that Bryce knows how to give an 

amazing massage, she makes a mental note to politely ask her friend when they get back to her 

room. 

On the verge of falling asleep, Aurora scowls as the image of a familiar classroom slips into 

her mind. Blood is splattered on one of the walls and she can smell burning flesh. Struggling to 

wake up, she looks around and sees a brown-haired woman standing on the ceiling. The well-

dressed figure stops writing in her notebook and stares down at the student like a serpent would 

eye a mouse. Instead of attacking, the woman pushes her thumb into her golden eye until one of 

the walls shudders. Aurora screams when the left side of the room pivots up and she is left 

standing over a dark abyss. Like a cartoon character, she remains hovering for a few seconds 

before plummeting into the shadows. To her surprise, she wakes up wrapped in her towel and 

sitting on the bench just outside of her shower. 

“Did you have one of your bad dreams again?” Jennifer asks, giving her shivering friend a 

tight hug. Having heard Aurora shout, she only had time to wrap a towel around herself, making 

only slightly less clothed than Bryce, who is in her underwear. “All we heard was you yell and 



then a thud. Looks like you hit your shoulder against the wall and slid down. Good thing you 

didn’t fall and hit your head.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Aurora blurts out as she tries to stand. Her legs feel numb and 

there is a throbbing in her head, which makes the room spin. “It was different this time. Almost 

like I showed up late to the dream and was punished for it. The other students were already dead, 

the teacher was on the ceiling, and I was simply . . . dropped out of the nightmare. Maybe my 

subconscious is angry that I haven’t slept much or the medication I was taking to help me sleep 

did something. Apollo doesn’t seem to have these problems.” 

“Well, we’re not the types to give suggestions on this kind of stuff,” Bryce mentions while 

she puts on her shirt. Looking in a mirror, she runs her hands through her black and blonde 

streaked hair. “You talked about it, which is good. We’re always here for you just like Thomas 

and Harvey are there for Apollo. Still, you might want to talk to a psychologist together since 

shared dreams are strange. Maybe the whole twin psychic connection theory would be fun to 

delve into.” 

Aurora is about to agree when she notices that Jennifer is biting her lower lip and tapping 

her bare feet on the wet floor. “It is killing you to keep your mouth shut and not voice your 

opinion. For the last time, Apollo and I are not going to do any psychic tests, we aren’t aliens, 

and I can’t read your mind. Besides, you always think of the number five anyway. Can we get 

dressed and move on to something else?” 

“You’re no fun,” the theater major pouts as she heads back to her stall. 

Bryce chuckles as she unwraps her towel from her waist and puts on her pants, the young 

woman not caring if anyone sees her underwear. Closing the curtain for privacy, Aurora finishes 

drying off and takes her time getting dressed. Looking for her shampoo, she nervously sticks her 

head into the shower and reaches for the bottle. The thought that she is still dreaming crosses her 

mind even though the world feels real around her. Noticing the floor drain, she waits for it to 

transform into the abyss that continues to lurk in her memories. Aurora relaxes when she hears 

someone knock on the stall, her snooty neighbor waiting patiently with a towel over her shoulder 

and a basket of toiletries clenched in her hands. Muttering an apology, she moves out of the 

shorter woman’s way and uses the outside mirror to fix her hair. As she follows her friends out 

of the bathroom, Aurora just misses the silhouette in the curtain suddenly disappearing as if the 

floor has been pulled out from beneath the showering student. 



***** 

“Can we really call this a club meeting without Professor Soleman?” Harvey asks as he 

drums his fingers on the table. Leaning back in his chair, he cranes his neck to see if Marcy is 

still at the reference desk. “Not that I’m confused on what we’re doing here. It’s only that we 

called it a club meeting when we aren’t talking about mythology and haven’t told our adviser 

about this. Besides, that librarian gives me the creeps and she could tell Professor Soleman about 

this. He wasn’t happy last time we met in secret.” 

“That’s why this is nothing more than friends hanging out,” Thomas whispers, slipping the 

taller student a candy bar. Stretching his arms, he smiles at everyone who are patiently waiting 

for him to reveal the reason for the meeting. “Anybody else notice that something weird is going 

on? Putting aside everything that happened in Professor Ramel’s office, people keep 

disappearing around here. I’ve talked to a lot of students and everyone has a story of a friend or 

classmate disappearing. Not that they see them disappear, but one day the person is nowhere to 

be found.” 

“I believe it’s called dropping out,” Aurora suggests, the book in front of her more appealing 

than the conversation. Looking at her friends for agreement, she senses that her brother is on 

Thomas’s side. “You can’t be serious. Let’s go through what happened. The windows slammed 

shut because the frame broke, you already knew that a bird was in the room, the cold was in your 

own heads, and Chris already admitted that something went wrong with his phone. Everything 

else was probably a prank left by students. Professor Ramel was a respected teacher, but he was 

tough. Someone must have failed his midterm and booby trapped the desk drawer. You four just 

happened to show up in time for it to go off.” 

Jennifer timidly raises her hand, her legs curled against her stomach. “That doesn’t explain 

the anatomy dummy. I had that before Professor Soleman took it. As far as I know, nobody did 

anything to it. My roommate is a chemistry major, so she could have done something to get me 

in trouble. Unless another girl put remote control blaster caps in the dummy and set it off after 

seeing you guys inside. You know, never mind what I’m saying. Aurora is right that nothing 

strange is going on.” 

Before Thomas can argue, Chris taps the underside of the table with his hockey stick and 

nods toward the front of the library. They can see Marcy heading towards them with a cart full of 

returns, the librarian moving with a slight limp. Not wanting her to overhear their conversation, 



everyone picks up the book in front of them and reads a random page. The woman is about to 

pass the group when she stops and slowly turns around, her eyes narrowing into slits. A chill 

ripples through the air as Marcy walks toward Chris, who is anxiously peeking at her over the 

top of his textbook. With a surprisingly firm grip, she takes the book and flips it around so it is 

no longer upside down. Fixing each student with a piercing gaze, the librarian smiles in approval 

and goes back to her returns. 

“I know I shouldn’t ask this, Chris, but how did you make that mistake?” Apollo asks, 

shaking his head. He pulls out his notes and begins doodling, the pictures nothing more than 

mindless swirls on the page. “As ridiculous as Thomas sounds, I can’t shake the feeling that the 

answers to these mysterious are not that simple. It could be students dropping out, but that 

doesn’t explain why some of them left their stuff behind. What are the chances of two window 

frames breaking at the same time? Not to mention those booby traps would have been sitting 

there for at least twelve hours. Even if the anatomy dummy was remote controlled, it doesn’t 

explain the soda going off. That should have been flat no matter how much it was shaken the 

night before.” 

“You’re also forgetting about Trina,” Bryce interjects, trying hard not to look Aurora in the 

eyes. Sensing that nobody is angry, she sits up straighter and puts her wringing hands on the 

table. “I’m with Thomas and Apollo on this because what happened to her doesn’t make any 

sense. Forgetting that there shouldn’t be a way for a human to . . . die that way, I was making out 

with her beforehand. Whether it was a disease or poison, I should have been affected too. Don’t 

try to say I’m immune because that would be too coincidental. Maybe this is nothing, but all of 

this is rather odd.” 

“Why didn’t the anatomy dummy go off when Professor Soleman have it?” Harvey asks as 

if stirring from a dream. He jumps at the sound of a book falling on the floor, his breathing 

remaining rapid for a minute. “If the trapped dummy was supposed to get Jennifer in trouble then 

wouldn’t it make more sense to get Soleman than Ramel? She doesn’t take any science courses 

right now, so she would never be a suspect. I assume you were supposed to sneak it back into the 

office instead of giving it to another teacher. It’s entirely possible that what is going on is 

targeting people that we simply happen to know.” 

“Or it could be accidents and embellishments,” Aurora snaps, the conversation making her 

nervous. Seeing big tears welling up in Bryce’s eyes, she sighs and puts a hand on her friend’s 



wrist. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you were really drunk and Trina was found by 

someone else. By the time you got into the bathroom, somebody had put a jacket over her and 

you passed out. Please don’t believe the more outlandish stories, Bryce. Your girlfriend died a 

natural death and not as the victim of some madman. Believing the wilder stuff will only hurt 

you more.” 

Thomas clears his throat and sneaks a sip of water into his mouth, the bottle popping slightly 

as he puts it back. “I have to agree with Aurora here. She also said it better than I could ever say 

it. Besides, everyone loved Trina. Nobody would ever target her for death. Well, bigots might, 

but they tend to use fists and blunt objects. Crap, I didn’t mean that, Bryce. It’s just that it really 

does feel like an accident while Professor Ramel doesn’t sit right. We should probably call it a 

night since we aren’t getting anywhere.” 

“More that you got shot down too often,” Chris jokes while he reads a comic book. 

“Let’s give Thomas some credit,” Apollo states with a smile. He pauses when his sister rolls 

her eyes and makes a small, indignant noise. “He put a lot of thought into this. So even if there 

are ways to poke holes in his ideas, it’s impressive that he could piece together such an 

interesting story. I mean, Thomas has put more thought into this than what major he is finally 

going to take. Until today, I had no idea he conducted interviews and had one of those 

conspiracy walls in his closet.” 

Feeling embarrassed, Thomas leaves the table and heads for the door. With a sigh, Apollo 

grabs his friend’s jacket and hurries after him. Bryce and Harvey are not far behind, the pair 

curious to hear more about the mystery. The three remaining club members continue to read their 

books, all of them aware that Marcy is watching from the front desk. Feeling uncomfortable 

under the librarian’s hawk-like gaze, Chris mutters his goodbyes and leaves. He groans when his 

hockey stick knocks over a spinning display of romance novels, the crash causing everyone in 

the library to shush him. It takes the young man a few minutes to clean the mess, his pride 

pushing him to refuse help. Even though most of the novels are upside down, Chris wipes his 

hands on his pants and heads for the doors. 

“My roommate won’t be in tonight if you want her bed,” Aurora says, snapping Jennifer out 

of her trance. She can see the hesitation on her friend’s face, but there is a spark of thankfulness 

for the offer. “I know you’re having trouble with Natalie. Take one night away from your room 



and pledging. Tell them you drank too much and passed out in my room. Heck, I can write you a 

note if you want.” 

“That’s cute, but I’m only allowed to drank at the house. Unsupervised boozing means I get 

kicked out,” Jennifer replies with a half-hearted smile. Checking her watch, she licks her lips and 

briefly reconsiders the offer. “Maybe I can hang out with you for a few more hours. Part of me 

wants to contact the sisters and ask for permission, but I’m already feeling too much like a 

heavily controlled teenager. What possessed me to take on this challenge? Aside from my mom 

being so proud that her little girl is following in her footsteps. The one time that woman shows 

interest in what I’m doing and it has to be this.” 

“I’ve figured something out about all of us.” 

“What is that?” 

“We really have some issues.” 

“Guess we should have scouted a psychology major for our club.” 

“To help us or see if we could make them regret their life choices?” 

Laughing while putting on their jackets, they are immediately silenced by Marcy dropping a 

book on the floor. Standing on the front desk, the librarian glares at the loud students while 

crawling back down. Aurora and Jennifer cannot look away from the woman as she watches 

them, her unblinking eyes making them practically sprint from the library.
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Jennifer staggers down the walkway of the sorority house, her awkward movements caused 

by fatigue instead of alcohol. One of the sisters starts walking toward the younger woman, a 

joyous grin appearing at the thought of yelling at someone. She skids to a stop when her potential 

victim yawn so wide that the sound reminds everyone of a lion. Wavering on her feet, Jennifer 

rubs her eyes and makes it to the door where she nearly falls asleep with her forehead against the 

poster-covered wood. She slaps herself in the face and gets inside where she holds up a textbook 

as a sign that she was studying. Approached by two more members, she breathes in their faces to 

prove she has not been drinking. The mixture of soda and hot peppers nearly knocks one of them 

out, the other struggling not to gag. She remains in front of them until they jerk their thumbs at 

the staircase and go back to a paused video game. 

With a lopsided smile, Jennifer takes the steps by twos and stays against the wall to avoid 

falling over. Making way for a group going out for the night, she gradually goes down the 

hallway. She pops a cough drop into her mouth as she reaches her door, a pang of anxiety 

striking her stomach. Putting her ear against the lock, Jennifer carefully listens for movement and 

voices. Hearing some shuffling and muffled words, she knocks three times and wiggles the knob 

to give her roommate a warning. When her neighbor steps out, she puts a finger to her lips and 

waves the drunken girl away. Bracing herself for the worst, the red-haired woman opens the door 

and walks into a situation that she has always feared. 

“Dear God, you’re naked and on top of him,” Jennifer blurts out as she turns her back on her 

roommate. To her chagrin, a new mirror has been hung from the door and she is forced to close 

her eyes. “Most people put something on the doorknob or leave a note. Even so, I knocked and 

made enough noise to let you know I was outside. You could have at least thrown something 

over yourself or . . . dismounted.” 

“Nothing can be done in the heat of the moment,” Natalie casually says while she gets off 

her nervous boyfriend. She smacks his hands when he tries to cover himself up, but he manages 

to pull the covers up to his neck. “Don’t be such a prude. Not like you have anything she hasn’t 

seen some version of. Well, I’m not done with our romantic evening. So, you either go 

somewhere else or try to sleep over there. Keep in mind that staying here will result in me 

spreading the word that you’re a voyeur.” 



Unable to keep her eyes closed without falling asleep, Jennifer does her best to walk further 

into the room and avert her gaze. “I’m too tired to deal with this, but you’re not giving me much 

of a choice. Please stop being a bitch to me for tonight and I’ll give you the room tomorrow. I 

just want to sleep. If I go to the lounge then all the noise will keep me up and I won’t be able to 

get to my classes.” 

“Don’t say a word because you’ve already disappointed me once tonight,” the black-haired 

roommate snaps, stopping her muscular boyfriend from speaking. Moving to remain in the other 

girl’s line of sight, she puts her hands behind her back to help push out her chest. “I don’t really 

care about your classes. Flunk out and let me get a single because this place would be better 

without you. Always practicing your lines and never let me smoke in here. I should be with my 

best friend down the hall, but they had to put me with you. The only way I can get rid of you is 

for you to quit as a pledge or as a student. Considering how much I hate you, I want you out of 

the school.” 

“Why do you hate me so much?” 

“Because you’re annoying.” 

“We’ve only known each other for half a semester.” 

“And it feels like years.” 

“Fine, I’ll try to sleep in the lounge. Have fun bumping herpes sores.” 

Jennifer angrily slams the door behind her, which causes the mirror to fall and smash against 

the floor. With a victorious smile, Natalie locks the deadbolt and skips over to the bed where she 

yanks the covers off her boyfriend. She is about to crawl onto the narrow mattress when a cold 

breeze strikes her skin and threatens to calm her down. The irritated woman reaches over to turn 

off her roommate’s desktop fan and violently yanks the plug out of the socket. Using a scissor to 

cut the cord, Natalie drops the broken device in the garbage and happily skips back to the bed 

where her boyfriend is starting to fall asleep. A stronger blast of cold air hits her, the frigid gale 

giving her goosebumps and making her shiver. The blinds move to reveal the open window 

where a raven is calmly sitting, its back to the room. 

“Get lost, bird,” Natalie hisses as she shoves the animal away. Closing and locking the 

window, she flips off a person outside who pulls out a camera to take her picture. “Why did you 

turn on the fan and open the window? We barely did anything that would make you work up a 

sweat. Wake up, James, because I’m not done with you.” 



“Weren’t you a little too mean to her?” the young man asks while grabbing a nearby water 

bottle. He gets up to stretch his legs and rub his back, the cheap mattress and box spring making 

his muscles ache. “I know that you don’t like her, but having sex to get her out of the room might 

be a bit too far. Kind of tough to stay in the moment too. Not that seeing you naked isn’t helping, 

but I keep fearing that she’ll come back in.” 

Tiptoeing to the door to avoid the glass, she closes the chain lock and rattles the knob to 

prove it will not open. “Even a key can’t get her back inside, so she’s gone for the night. Look, 

I’m really sorry about putting you in an awkward position. Let me make it up to you for the rest 

of the night. All I ask is that we have sex in her bed. Give me that one gift and I will make it 

worth your while for a month.” 

“That’s why you changed her sheets,” James mutters as he wonders if he has any control 

over the situation. Eyeing the other bed, he notices that it looks more comfortable than the creaky 

one that his girlfriend was given. “My back and knees could really use a break. Not that I’m 

saying we stop, but the springs over here keep poking me. Do we have to tell her that we did 

anything? That sounds like something you could get in trouble for. I mean, me and the guys have 

certain rules when it comes to this. One of them is that you don’t have sex in a roommate’s bed 

unless you’re ready to buy them new sheets. After all, things happen when you really get into it 

like that time last week.” 

“You’re never going to stop gloating about that one,” the black-haired woman says, a faint 

smile on her face. Running a finger along Jennifer’s desk, she sits in the chair and shifts until she 

is comfortable. “As far as I know, there is no rule against it, but I would only get in trouble if she 

finds out. You’d never tell her about what we’re doing because you don’t want to upset me. My 

back would appreciate the change too. Please, let me ride you on my roommate’s bed, which has 

a better bounce.” 

James hesitates until Natalie licks her lips and stretches her arms over her head, a lustful 

look in her eyes. Unable to hold back his desire, the young man finishes his water bottle and 

grabs a condom from a jar. He gives a final look at his girlfriend, who shows no sign of changing 

her mind. As she gets to her feet, James pulls back the heavy blanket and jumps into Jennifer’s 

bed. The instant he lies down, the bed snaps shut with enough force to break his spine and slowly 

suffocate him in the soft material. His toes stick out of the top of the folded mattress, only one of 

them twitching. 



Natalie grabs James’s flailing arm and tries to pull him free, but the limb tears off at the 

shoulder. She chokes back a scream out of fear of being blamed for what she assumes is a 

horrible accident. With people knowing about her aggression and pranks toward Jennifer, it 

would not be a surprise for anyone to consider she boobytrapped the bed. Her mind spiraling into 

paranoia and panic, Natalie drops the arm and backs to the door. The soles of her feet are sliced 

up by the broken mirror, the pain momentarily snapping her out of her fear. She turns around to 

undo the chain, but her arms shake too much for her to get it open. Backing to the middle of the 

room, she looks down at her bloody footprints. A burning pain runs through her body and she 

holds up her hand to watch a glass shard come out of her palm. Coughing up blood, Natalie feels 

more of the mirror pieces weave their way through her insides. Amazed that she is aware of what 

is happening, the black-haired woman collapses to the floor and reaches out to take her 

boyfriend’s severed arm. The last thing she sees is her vision splitting as two shards slowly push 

out through her eyes. 

***** 

Coach Warner stands on the other side of the soundproof study room, his unblinking eyes 

never straying from Jennifer. A ring of black hair is around his head, which has been polished to 

shine when struck directly by the hanging lamp. Taking off his green jacket, the teacher exposes 

his burly arms that makes the student think of a tattooed bear. He casually rubs his precious 

collection, which are a patchwork of pictures that vary in style, color, and subject. Scratching at 

his leg, Coach Warner reveals that he has more on his legs, which are toned and look like they 

could kick through concrete. Satisfied that the silence has done its job on Jennifer’s nerves, he 

takes out a folder and drops it on the table. Pictures of Natalie and James’s dead bodies slide 

toward Jennifer, who clenches her eyes shut and looks away. 

“Either you didn’t do this or you’re a better actress than your grades imply,” the Coach says, 

his chiseled face showing no sign that he is joking. Taking a seat, he pulls out a notepad and 

repeatedly taps a pen on the cover. “Now, the police seem to think you’re the one behind this. I 

told them they’re wrong, but my word isn’t going as far as it should. Too many people are aware 

of your roommate’s attempts to drive you away, which gives you motive. At the very least, you 

will be taken away for a while in order to be watched. That is unless you can give me an alibi or 

something that shifts the blame to someone else.” 



“Why is the hockey coach doing an interrogation?” Jennifer asks, blurting out the first thing 

that comes to her mind. A wave of fear ripples through her body when the teacher snarls, his 

eyes appearing to turn black. “I snuck into the library and slept in one of the study rooms. There 

was too much noise in the house and I didn’t want to drag my friends into this. How can anybody 

believe I did this? James was snapped in half and suffocated while Natalie had her eyes gouged 

out by glass that was found lodged in her throat. Whoever did this had to be insanely strong and 

have cuts on their hands. Neither of those apply to me.” 

“I agree, but the police have no other suspects,” Coach Warner mentions while he watches 

her face. Seeing her avert her eyes from the pictures, he nods his head and scrawls a barely 

legible note. “To answer your first question, I am here because I have some contacts with the 

police department. Old friends who owe me favors, but a double homicide with this amount of 

brutality is too much for them. Word has already spread and some people are thinking you’re a 

blossoming serial killer.” 

Shoving the pictures away, the weeping student puts her head on the table. “I can’t believe 

this. Did I hate Natalie? Not really. We didn’t get along, but I only wanted her to stop bullying 

me. Killing her would have been a ridiculous and stupid move because of exactly what is 

happening now. Our problems weren’t a secret, so I’m the logical suspect. Did it ever occur to 

the police that she was angering other people and one of them waited until I was in a position to 

take the blame? I mean, we’re dealing with insane scenarios, so why not go into a full conspiracy 

theory? Natalie made an enemy of someone with the strength to snap her beefy boyfriend in half 

like a twig and then kill her with broken glass. How about it being two killers? Anybody talk to 

Bigfoot and Bloody Mary yet?” 

“This is not the time to get angry and irrational.” 

“It’s the perfect time for that!” 

“Have your outburst, but I still have a question.” 

“I don’t need your permission to get upset!” 

Coach Warner leans back in his chair and stares at the young woman, her body quivering 

from fear and rage. He considers putting the pictures away, but he prefers the sight of them 

keeping Jennifer on edge. The man’s eyes narrow as he examines every movement and inch of 

her for hints that she is lying. While he doubts that she has the strength to kill James, Coach 

Warner can think of at least two of her friends who could work together to do the deed. As far as 



Natalie, he knows a thick pair of gloves would have protected the red-haired student from 

injuring her hands. Although, he doubts she could have accomplished such a meticulous murder 

without getting hurt in the struggle. 

“I will see what I can do with the police,” Coach Warner finally says while attempting to 

soften his voice. Hating the sound and feeling phlegm in his throat, he goes back to his stern and 

gravely tenor. “There is only one piece of information that I need. You said that you snuck into 

the library, which is something administration will overlook. No sign of you on the security 

cameras, so I need you to tell me if anybody else was in the building. Did you see Marcy, a 

janitor, or even another student?” 

“Didn’t even know there were cameras,” Jennifer sheepishly admits. Feeling a little more 

comfortable with the promise of help, she leans back and stares at the hanging lamp. “I didn’t see 

anybody since I didn’t want to be caught. There were voices from the basement. Not sure if they 

were the janitors, but I did hear Marcy. Possibly Charlene too, which was weird. To be honest, I 

was really tired and could have been wrong. None of them knew I was there, so I don’t think this 

can be of much help.” 

“Actually, I should be able to work with that,” the teacher replies as he finishes his notes. He 

taps his fingers a few times while considering other questions. “Please go back to the sorority 

and wait in the lounge for one of us. Your time as a pledge will be over, but Charlene is already 

looking for another room. Aurora Chambers is an option since we recently learned that her 

roommate dropped out. We’re sorry about the delay, Ms. O’Connor. Thank you for being patient 

with us.” 

Happy to get out of the room and find something to eat, Jennifer grabs her bag and hurries 

out the door. The lights flicker and start to dim as Coach Warner collects the pictures, the man 

taking a moment to examine each one. He licks his lips at one that shows the lopsided bed, which 

the police never took a second look at. Putting the folder in his satchel, he is stricken by a mild 

pain in his skull that rolls to the base of his spine. It takes several minutes of the sensation 

running up and down his back before he falls to his knees. Taking in a gasping breath, Coach 

Warner looks at the window that has been blackened from the outside. 

“I was told that we had more time, but you are in charge,” he whispers, blood-tinted drool 

falling from his mouth. Scratching at his arm, he winces when he almost pulls off one of the 

tattooed skin patches that have been grafted to his own flesh. “Most of them aren’t ready, but 



things can be pushed ahead. I agree that patience is not easy to maintain. We will do what we can 

to increase the speed of our work. Thank you and I look forward to seeing you again. It has been 

far too long for all of us.” 

Coach Warner waits until the aches in his body fade away before he stands, his legs shaking 

slightly. Keeping his eyes on the window, he backs out of the room and closes the door as softly 

as possible. The instant the deadbolt clicks, a flock of ebony ravens burst off the side of the 

building and let the sun shine into the empty lounge. 

***** 

Jennifer stops when she sees Charlene leaving the sorority house, the administrator dressed 

in an ebony pantsuit. Her mouth goes dry when the woman turns to her and waves before 

ducking into a waiting taxi. The confused student watches the vehicle go by, the windows too 

dark for her to see what is going on inside. She continues to stare until it disappears around the 

corner and a rumble of thunder snaps her out of the trance. Cautiously heading up the uneven 

walkway, Jennifer looks around for the sisters and is freaked out that there are none on the patio 

or in the windows. The shades have been drawn to prevent anyone from seeing inside, which is 

unusual for the daytime. Getting to the door, she calms herself down with some breathing 

exercises and takes the pause to listen through the keyhole. The two actions offset each other, so 

she goes inside with the same amount of tension she had several minutes ago. 

To Jennifer’s horror, every sister, pledge, and friend of the sorority has gathered on the main 

floor of the house. A sea of scowls and whispered curses meet the nervous theater major when 

she closes the door and steps further inside. Intimidated by the massive crowd, she stays near the 

wall and attempts to inch her way upstairs with her head down. Jennifer gets to the first step 

when the mob parts and shows her what they have prepared for her arrival. The other students 

have brought all of her belongings to the center of the lounge, which has been cleared out of 

furniture. Several of the silent students have bottles of lighter fluid, their hands dripping from 

enthusiastically dousing the pile. Those with matches are standing near the windows, a mad glint 

in their hungry eyes. Jennifer opens her mouth to speak when one of her former friends steps 

forward to slap her across the face. 

“Don’t you dare try to say that you don’t want any trouble,” the freckled student hisses like 

a cornered cat. Tying back her blonde hair, she returns to the mob and signals for them to 

continuing bathing the pile in lighter fluid. “Charlene is revoking our charter because of what 



you did. She said our parties and acts of vandalism have been tolerated long enough. You killing 

Natalie and James was the final straw that they couldn’t overlook. Now, we all have to be 

punished when our only mistake was letting a psychopath into our home.” 

“I didn’t kill anyone,” Jennifer timidly argues while she massages her aching jaw. She ducks 

when another sister tries to hit her again, but a kick to her leg knocks her to the floor. “Let me 

talk to Charlene tomorrow. Coach Warner said only I had to leave. He didn’t tell me anything 

about this, so let me fix it. At least let me get my photos and some of my clothes. For god’s sake, 

how can any of you think I killed Natalie and James? Do I really look like I have the strength or 

even the ability to do that?” 

“You are a theater major, so you could have been faking it,” says a drunken voice from the 

middling of the pack. Emboldened by the nods of agreement, the short girl pushes through the 

crowd until she can grab Jennifer by the ear. “You ruined our futures, bitch. Charlene isn’t going 

to let us off the hook so easily. She thinks our influence drove you to kill, so she’s keeping an 

eye on all of us. This might even be noted on our records, which is something I didn’t even think 

was possible or legal. All because Natalie hurt your feelings?” 

“She was trying to drive me out of the house.” 

“Then you should have left.” 

“I didn’t want to leave. This was my home.” 

“Well, you sure as hell didn’t care enough about us to commit murder off the property.” 

“I didn’t kill anyone!” 

“Nobody believes you, O’Connor, so stop wasting your breath.” 

With a high-pitched whistle from the seniors, those with the matches get close to the soaked 

pile and begin setting it on fire. Cheers go up as clothing ignites and posters swiftly turn to 

ember-tinted ashes. Sparks fly from the computer and television, which release foul-smelling 

pops as they burn. An acridness fills the air as Jennifer’s collection of makeup and paints melt 

into puddles, the stench making her think something toxic was added to the mixture. Blocked 

from getting close, the theater major can only watch everything she owns go up in smoke that 

lingers around the ceiling. Staring at the thickening cloud, the thought of suffocating crosses her 

mind, but she is kicked whenever she attempts to move or speak. 

It takes a few minutes for the furniture to start crumbling, which causes the pile to fall apart 

and spread toward the crowd. Those closest to the bonfire do nothing to get out of the way, their 



legs struck by the fiery refuse. With screams, most of them fall back in pain, but three pitched 

forward and land in the flames. Having shown no concern for getting lighter fluid on themselves, 

the students ignite as quickly as the posters and struggle to get back to their feet. One of them 

becomes trapped beneath the desk, her shouts for help falling on panicking ears. The other two 

get free and lunge to their friends for help, but they only spread the flames and force the rest of 

the crowd to shove all of them into the inferno. With the added fuel, the bonfire licks at the 

ceiling and pumps out smoke that smells of burning flesh. None of the sisters try to escape even 

though their eyes are filled with terror, the only time they move being to prevent Jennifer from 

crawling away. 

The tension snaps when one of the pledges tackles a senior into the flames, the pair battling 

while they burn. Jennifer huddles in the corner as violence breaks out throughout the main floor 

of the house. Those who are too scared to fight are chased upstairs where the smoke is so thick 

that only their choking silhouettes can be seen in the cloud. One of the newer members comes 

falling to the foyer, her neck snapping on impact. Nobody else emerges from the second floor, 

their faint gasps and coughs lasting for a few minutes Others fight blow for blow, the brawls 

typically ending with both people falling into the growing inferno. A high-pitched scream startles 

everyone as one of the seniors rips off her best friend’s arm and begins beating her with it, foam 

flying from both of their mouths. Cheers rise up at the scene as more try to tear into their 

opponents with a primal ferocity. Throughout the bloodbath, the fire continues to spread as if 

driven to swallow the entire building. 

A finger falling on her leg snaps Jennifer out of her fear and she tries to make a mad crawl 

for the door. Staying low to avoid the smoke, she mutters every prayer that she can remember, 

including fictional ones for movies. Hearing footsteps coming towards her, she turns around to 

see the short sister approaching. Jennifer tries to move faster, but her ankle is grabbed and she is 

dragged toward the bonfire. Grabbing an umbrella, she twists her body and flails at the other 

student’s hands. The weak blows have no effect on the student whose eyes have become glazed 

with an oily film. Charged from the side, the sister lets go with one hand to lash out and snap the 

neck of her attacker. Out of ideas and stricken with fear, Jennifer opens the umbrella in the hopes 

of hitting the other woman in the face. Instead, the ribs extend and stretch to form a mouth that 

snaps off the upper half of the student’s body like a crocodile. Horrified by the unexpected event, 

the theater major drops the umbrella and scrambles under a table. 



“Please be a dream,” Jennifer whimpers while staring at the hand on her ankle. She gingerly 

pries it off and nearly throws up before she gets free, the severed body part seeping onto her 

shoe. “This doesn’t make any sense. Fire . . . People shouldn’t be able to do any of this. It’s 

insane. I’m going to die in the middle of insanity. Unless this is a dream. Maybe I fell asleep on 

the bus. After all, none of this can happen. It’s not real. It’s not . . . normal.” 

“Never any fun in normal,” a voice coos from a wall outlet. 

The chaos freezes in midmotion as a chilling laugh rolls down the stairs and blows out all of 

the windows. Fed by the rush of fresh air, the inferno explodes and rapidly consumes everything 

in the house. Dancing figures can be seen in the flames, their movements matching those of the 

faint arm that extend from the smoke over. Charred bodies fall to the floor while Jennifer closes 

her eyes, a sudden sense of weightlessness the last thing she feels before passing out.
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“Pencils on the floor!” Mrs. Addison shouts, jolting Apollo from his test. Passing by his 

desk, she takes his test and rolls it up like a map. “Good to see you do the work instead of 

doodling like usual, Mr. Chambers. By the way, class, whoever gets the lowest grade will have 

to help Marcy in the library. She has bookworms and I promised to send her an expendable 

helper. Now, please take your regular seats.” 

All of the students stand and move one chair to the left, none of them reacting when those 

already at the end fall through the wall. Sickening thuds can be heard in the ceiling, which seeps 

blood above Mrs. Addison’s desk. The ostrich standing by the board grabs a bucket to put under 

the drops before using its wings to wipe off the puddles. The creature’s feathers adopt a red tint 

as they absorb the liquid, which transforms it into a giant parrot. Staring at the students, the bird 

hovers in the air and waits for its master to give it a signal. The instant the teacher whistles, it 

soars at the students and grabs a young man in the back. He kicks and screams while getting 

dragged across the sandpaper-like carpeting. With a screeching song, the parrot veers out the 

door, which snaps shut and locks itself. 

“I hope he isn’t afraid of bugs,” Mrs. Addison whispers, taking a seat on the front row of 

desks. Her legs stretch to abnormal lengths, so that she can put her feet on two students who 

massage her calves. “That will earn you extra credit. Now, I have some glorious news for 

everyone. It’s been a long time since I got to announce a new arrival. In fact, I don’t remember 

ever having to do it. She might be a little shy since the poor thing went through fire and 

brimstone to get here. Don’t hold your nose, Mr. Murphy, because I assure you that she had a 

bath first. Please come out and take the seat next to, Mr. Chambers. Oh, her name is Jennifer 

O’Connor. Probably should have said that first.” 

Apollo abruptly realizes that he is back in his dream when he sees Jennifer walk out of a 

side door. Having never had a friend or family member appear in his recurring nightmare, the 

young man tries to wake himself up. All he receives is a dull ache in his groin, as if someone is 

grinding their heel into his crotch. Watching the unblinking redhead, Apollo notices a faint trail 

of smoke wafting off her skin. She is wearing a crimson dress that is singed around the edges and 

has to large burn marks around her lower back. Jennifer finally smiles when she sits next to him 

and clasps her hands in her lap. Tears flow down her cheeks until Mrs. Addison pops a bubble 

and a wave of heat dissolves the small droplets. 



“Are you okay?” Apollo whispers while taking out his notebook. He yelps when their 

teacher leaps onto his desk and lifts him by catching his chin with her ruler. “I’m sorry for 

talking about of turn. She was crying and seemed upset. I didn’t want her to be scared and 

distract the class since you hate when that happens. Please put me down and I promise not to talk 

anymore.” 

“Oh, I thought you were hitting on her,” Mrs. Addison replies, dropping Apollo back into 

his seat. She slaps a sucking candy on his desk and patiently waits for him to accept the tiny 

treat. “It’s spicy. Now, I will repeat one of my rules. There will be no sex in my classroom! I run 

a moral and clean ship here. Don’t make me teach with the black lights on because I’ll do it and 

ruin our fun. I swear, kids these days are like rabbits. Fluffy, adorable bunnies that you just have 

to hug until they crunch. Now, please open to page one thousand five hundred and eight.” 

“There’s only three hundred pages in the book,” a nervous student in the front says. 

With an angry growl, Mrs. Addison brings her ruler down with enough force to send most of 

his body through the floor. Only his hands remain and the quietly turn to the back of the book, 

which has the correct number scrawled in the corner. Not wanting the same treatment, the other 

students hurry to do what they are told. Two of them are too slow for their teacher, who snaps 

her fingers as she passes by their seats. One of the books grows teeth and leaps to gnaw on the 

flailing woman’s neck, which stretches to accommodate the attack. The young man watches his 

classmate continue to get mauled while his body balloons and floats toward the ceiling. Gently 

hitting one of the sprinklers, he explodes and sends a rain of gore splattering onto the front of the 

room. With a tired sigh, a six-armed janitor comes out from under the teacher’s desk and goes 

about cleaning the mess. 

Jennifer mumbles incoherently and coughs up ashes, her hands blindly fumbling with her 

book. Deciding that he has nothing to lose, Apollo helps her get to the right page and puts a pen 

next to her quivering hand. He is about to call the teacher over for help when he remembers it is 

a dream, so he tries to calm his friend down by thinking very hard. A ripple runs through the 

room and Jennifer sits upright, the smoke flowing from her body coming out in thick plumes that 

cover the floor. Unsure of what he did, Apollo tries to undo the damage by wishing it away, but 

one of his classmates bursts into flames. Panic sets in and his mind wanders, every thought 

creating a vivid change in the scenery. Windows pop out of the walls to show grotesque 

landscapes while fake stars drop from the ceiling, their tips dripping glistening acid. Turning to 



Jennifer, he is about to apologize when her chair turns into a metallic Venus flytrap and slams 

shut around her. Tufts of his friend’s hair stick out from between the crystalline teeth and one of 

her feet remains on the floor. To Apollo’s surprise, the severed part shows no blood or bone, but 

has charred wood on the inside. 

“Someone is getting ripe,” Mrs. Addison squeals with glee. Golden spires erupt from the 

floor and she dances among them as her clothes melt away. “Sadly, little apple, it isn’t time for 

the big event. I’m going to have to put you back in the crisper. Don’t cry because we’ll meet 

again very soon.” 

Sensing that he is about to be attacked, Apollo tries to get out of his chair, but finds that his 

skin has fused with the arms. Thrashing about, he is unable to free himself before a blast of cold 

erupts from beneath him. He tries to scream as his body is turned into ice, but his throat closes 

before he can get the sound out. Frozen with a face of fear and agony, Apollo can only watch as 

Mrs. Addison takes a seat on his desk. Her brown hair grows around her naked body before 

separating and becoming a chocolate-colored dress. One of her eyes turns gold as she inspects 

her captured prey, a playful song slipping from her ruby-lipped mouth. Satisfied that he is 

contained, she pokes her student in the forehead and watches him topple backwards. Apollo 

shatters against the smoke-covered floor and his pieces fly in every direction, his eyes seeing 

only an approaching wall before he jolts awake. 

***** 

“Maybe we should have waited for tomorrow,” Apollo says, his eyes repeatedly darting 

toward the door. He checks his watch for the fifth time in the last ten minutes, which earns him a 

gentle shove to the arm. “I mean, Chris has his game with that scout and Aurora doesn’t want to 

be a part of this. Nobody even knows if Jennifer is missing or dead. She could have already 

moved out before the sorority house burned down. All I’m saying is that the four of us should 

consider going somewhere else.” 

“There sure are a lot of books on psychics, ghosts, magic, and astral projection in this 

library,” Thomas mutters while he chews on a straw. Giving his eyes a break from the tiny print 

of a large book, he leans back and pulls out a scrap of paper to look over. “This research has 

given me some good ideas for mixed drink names. So, this isn’t going to be a total loss. Not 

much else to go on, but it’s weird that Jennifer went missing and then showed up a few hours 



later in your dream. You even told me that she was billowing smoke. Maybe she’s alive and 

calling out to you.” 

“It wouldn’t be that strange if you think about it,” Harvey politely interjects before Apollo 

can argue. Frowning at his one notes, he repeatedly taps on one section that he cannot get out of 

his head. “There is the one option that you subconsciously added her to your dream after hearing 

about the fire. Most would go with that, but it’s possibly you reached out to her. To think that 

everything can be explained so easily is foolish. We are always discovering new phenomena and 

there have been rumors of those with superhuman powers.” 

Bryce clears her throat and nods at Harvey’s hand, which he is keeping behind his back to 

hide his crossed fingers. “Nice try, but it’s most likely the first option. This recurring nightmare 

wouldn’t change so easily. It has to be caused by stress, which Apollo is under due to tests and 

now losing a friend. We all know he had a crush on Jennifer too, so that makes it a lot more 

painful. Now, if Aurora has the dream with the addition then I’ll go along with this supernatural 

or whatever you think this is.” 

“Dreams are very prevalent in philosophy and mythology,” Harvey points out as he pushes a 

thin book to Thomas. He shrugs when his offer is rejected, the other student obviously feeling 

outnumbered and isolated. “Perhaps we are all right and wrong. There is no way to tell what 

Apollo’s dream means since it only happened once. You said that Aurora has these too, which 

means we need to wait and see if she shares the change. It would give more weight to Thomas’s 

beliefs if both of those requirements are met. Needless to say, this also gives us time to learn 

what happened to Jennifer. Considering what happened with her roommate, it isn’t too difficult 

to imagine her being away from the house at the time of the fire. She could very well be unaware 

of the situation, so she isn’t rushing back.” 

The doorknob shakes and rattles before Marcy comes into the study lounge, the librarian 

hisses like a cat at the sight of the students. Looking from one stunned face to the other, she 

points at her shield-shaped watch to silently tell them that the building is closing soon. Seeing all 

of the books that she will have to put away, she taps her foot and waits for the students to 

straighten everything up. Moving a cart to prop the door open, Marcy casually takes the giant 

stack and walks out of the room. Expecting her to trip or bump into something, Thomas and 

Apollo look around the corner to watch her disappear into the mythology section. Pushing the 



cart away, they go back to their seats and quickly realize that even their notes have been taken by 

the silent woman. 

“We should probably call it a day,” Apollo suggests, putting on his jacket. Not seeing 

anyone else moving to leave, he sighs and puts his head on the table. “We’re out of our depth 

here. Harvey is the closest one to an expert here, but that’s really stretching it. How about we 

wait for the weekend and go to a psychic? Pretty sure we can find one and Chris will get a kick 

out of driving us there. It’d make more sense than reading books on something that most of us 

don’t even believe in.” 

“You don’t have to believe for it to be real,” Thomas stubbornly argues, his fists clenched in 

frustration. Taking out his phone, he hides it under the table in case Marcy returns, her hatred of 

smartphones nearing legendary proportions. “I’ll let the whole psychic connection thing go for 

now. Maybe we can find a psychology student who wants to practice on Apollo. There has to be 

something in his head that’s causing this. What grade did you have this Mrs. Addison for? I’m 

sure she’s a major part of the mystery.” 

“I never had a Mrs. Addison.” 

“Ever know a person with that name?” 

“No and she doesn’t look like anyone I ever met.” 

“Well, brown hair is fairly common.” 

“You know, there are times when it looks like she has a gold eye.” 

“And you only mention that now because?” 

“Thought it was my imagination.” 

The friends laugh at the statement, Apollo joining in after a minute of wondering why his 

honest answer got such a response. Without warning, Thomas stops and nearly drops his phone 

as he jumps to his feet. Tapping at the screen, he curses at how he loses his signal and the screen 

goes black. Searching his bag for the charger, the excited student realizes that he left it in his 

room and scrambles to get his jacket on. Nearly hitting himself in the face with the door, Thomas 

skids to a stop and waves to the others instead of saying goodbye. They can hear a loud whistle 

from the front desk, the sound probably another way for Marcy to get attention without speaking 

a word. 

With a tired sigh, Apollo grabs his satchel and prepares to trudge after his roommate. “Sorry 

about that and wasting your night, guys. I’m sure you had better things to do. If you get to 



Chris’s game then tell him good luck from me and Aurora. Have a feeling that Thomas isn’t 

going to let me have a peaceful night.” 

“At least he keeps your life interesting,” Bryce says with a half-hearted smile. She watches 

for a minute to make sure Apollo is out of earshot before grabbing Harvey by the wrist. “What 

was that about? I mean, Thomas has always been easily excited, especially when he has a 

mystery on his hands. All I can guess is that he recognized the name.” 

“I think it was the mention of golden eyes,” Harvey points out, his curiosity only slightly 

peaked. Getting up to leave, he hears a loud bang from the back of the library and the table 

jumps slightly. “Must be closing up, so we should head out. I’ll walk you home and we can keep 

talking. Not that there’s much to discuss. Apollo and Aurora have been struggling with this 

dream for a long time. She has decided to ignore it while he suffers, but that’s all we have to go 

on. Let Thomas do the research and leap down whatever rabbit hole has caught his attention. It’s 

what he’s good at.” 

Bryce puts on her coat and takes her time buttoning it, the idea of going back to her quiet 

room very unappealing. “Apollo had a good idea. Let’s root for Chris and see if he gets picked 

by the scout. Is that how it works? I might spend a lot of time in the gym and talking with the 

athletes, but I don’t know much about the professional side. Probably should learn more if I want 

to become a sports trainer. Do you hear something strange?” 

A sense of dread in his gut, Harvey peeks out the door and swears that the building looks 

larger than before. The repetitive bangs get louder as the students leave the study lounge, the 

door slamming shut and locking behind them. It takes them a second to realize that the stacks are 

falling towards them, the metal shelves glinting in the fluorescent lights. They hear other late-

working students scream as they are caught in the collapse, disturbing crunches cutting off their 

voices. Harvey stays a step behind Bryce, the tall man hoping to use his own body to shield her if 

they are not fast enough. Eyeing the stacks, he is unsure if he can hold one up, but he is willing 

to try to protect his friend. 

Coming to the corner of the study lounge section, the pair are caught by surprise when a 

shelving unit rolls into their path. Bryce jumps back to avoid getting crushed while Harvey 

whirls around to check the domino effect that is catching up to them. A young woman steps out 

from behind a column in time to get run over by the furniture. Her body remains stuck to the 

metal side as it crashes into the wall and starts rolling back, the corpse slowing it down. Not 



wanting to become trapped, the two students goes back to running even though they swear the 

exit was not this far away from the room.  

Harvey gasps for air and holds his side, a cramp making it difficult to keep up with his 

friend. Waving for Bryce to continue running, he pushes himself to move while falling further 

behind. Shouts from above give them enough of a warning to avoid the students who are 

knocked off the second floor. A rain of bodies, glass, and furniture surrounds the pair, several 

shards sticking into their skin. As they reach the lobby, the carpeted section of the floor pivots 

and sends all of the shelves tumble towards the students. Doubting that he can make it, Harvey 

shoves Bryce from behind to help her reach the tiles that remain stable. He is unable to stay on 

his feet and falls, his body bouncing into a nearby stairwell. The young man vanishes among the 

crashing furniture and scraps of those who have already died in the chaos. 

Bryce stares at the destruction that has sent pages flying into the air, but she keeps enough of 

her senses to get back to her feet. The library continues to shake, which Marcy ignores as she 

calmly checks a cart full of returns. With a sigh of annoyance, the librarian steadies a pile of 

books that threaten to topple over, but she does not show any interest in what is going on around 

her. More of the shelves topple over in the distance and lights fall from the ceiling, the milder 

carnage barely registering in the confused woman’s mind. It is only when a piece of paper flies 

by her face and cuts her cheek that Bryce is stirred into action. She backs away from the swarm 

of pages that dart towards her, each one leaving a narrow slice in her skin or clothes. 

Opening her mouth to yell for help, the corners of her lips are slashed by a paper that thuds 

into the nearby wall. Blood dripping down her face, Bryce staggers toward the revolving door 

and falls inside. The exit refuses to move in the direction she pushes, instead going in reverse at a 

speed that slams her against the glass. She tumbles and curses as she is banged around, her head 

repeatedly hitting the floor and ceiling. Whirling around at a dizzying speed, the door abruptly 

stops and hurls Bryce back into the library. The barely conscious student sails over the page-

covered tiles and slams into the only standing shelving unit. As she slumps to the ground, the 

heavy furniture tips over and crashes on top of her. The impact is enough to break the floor, most 

of which collapses into the basement. 

Looking up from her returns, Marcy finally acknowledges the destruction and lets out a long 

sigh. Reaching under her desk, the librarian pulls out a dusty sign that is missing one of its 

suction cups. Remaining in her wheeled chair, she makes her way around the large hole in the 



floor and heads for the entrance. Wedging her shoe in the revolving door to stop it from moving, 

she locks the others and puts up the sign. Glancing over her shoulder, Marcy decides that being 

closed for a private event is close enough and snaps her fingers. As she rolls away, the glass 

darkens to prevent anyone from seeing inside, leaving only the sign visible from outside.
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Sitting alone in the locker room, Chris turns the talent scout’s card over in his hand. He is 

still digesting the promise of a professional deal, but the idea of leaving school for a semester 

does not sit well with him. Even though he would finish out the year, he is unsure if such a deal 

is common or smart. The athlete pulls out a piece of paper that has been taped inside his helmet 

and runs his thumb around the stiff edges. He reads his plan to get a degree in case going pro 

never happened or he suffered an injury, the words bringing him comfort. Yet, Chris can feel a 

part of himself already screaming to take the deal. Picking up his stick, he examines every mark 

that he has earned on the ice. The fact that he is paying more attention to his gear than his studies 

comes to his mind, but he has never had trouble cramming at the last minute or passing a test 

with no preparation. It makes him wonder if losing a semester is that big a deal since he will be 

allowed to continue his studies. 

“Even if it’s online classes, I can still get the degree,” Chris whispers to himself. Going into 

his locker, he pulls out his pads and starts putting them on. “On the other hand, I might not be 

able to do the field work to get my degree. Teaching was always going to be a backup since I 

was good at it. Although, I could become a coach. Not really sure what I would have to learn for 

that to happen.” 

“For one thing, experience and the ability to study,” Coach Warner says as he steps out from 

behind the lockers. Removing his cap and clipping it to his belt, he struggles to hide the scowl on 

his face. “You don’t like studying, Mr. Garcon, which is a problem. Do you know how many 

books and manuals I read every week? The game is always changing, so I have to stay current 

with my knowledge. Dumb luck and common sense will only get you so far before someone with 

facts and true insight get in your way.” 

“Sorry about that, sir,” the student automatically blurts out. Picking up his skates, he checks 

the blades to make sure they are sharp. “I was only considering my options. Mr. Zalen made a 

decent offer, but told me that I’d have to make some sacrifices. That’s if I want to head for the 

pros early, which he thinks I could do.” 

“Do you believe him?” 

“It’s possible, but I’m not sure it’s what I want.” 

“Fighting between desire and logic, are you?” 

“Not sure I understand.” 



Coach Warner cracks a tiny smile before sitting on the bench across from his student. “I 

mean that you’re at a crossroads. You desire the shot at fame like all humans do. To be a 

professional athlete is your dream and it looks like you can achieve it. On the other hand, you’re 

not a stupid boy. You know how an injury can end it all and that’s if you reach the next level in 

the first place. These scouts always butter up those with even a bit of talent because they get a 

finder’s fee. We both know this fact. So, the logic side of your brain is telling you that you 

should stay the course.” 

Nodding his head, Chris grabs his helmet and stick before getting up to leave the locker 

room. He is surprised that Coach Warner remains sitting, so he quietly returns to his bench and 

meets the man’s steely gaze. A distant voice can be heard as announcements are made to the 

gathering crowd, most of them coming to the game out of school pride instead of interest in the 

sport. Thinking about all of the people who cheer for every little thing causes Chris’s face to 

flush with mild anger. Having loved hockey since his childhood, he cannot wrap his head around 

people coming to an event and not bothering to learn about it beforehand. He is most annoyed by 

the name calling and angry shouts from spectators that think they are helping by harassing the 

other team. It is the type of energy that he hates absorbing from the crowd, but he cannot stop to 

yell back and get them to be more positive. 

“And you won’t escape that by going pro,” Coach Warner says as if reading the young 

man’s mind. Leaning forward, he pulls out an old photo of himself dressed in a familiar hockey 

uniform. “I learned the truth the hard way. A lot of negativity out there when all you want is to 

have fun. Entertain others and make them happy with your actions. Nothing wrong with that, but 

those in the stands don’t always see it that way. To some, you’re a puppet that they can control 

through their words. Makes me sick and it looks like it’s doing the same to you. Just another 

good reason for you to consider Mr. Zalen’s offer very carefully. It won’t be easy to come back 

from your decision.” 

“Well, I might get lucky and have a bad game,” Chris argues with a smirk that is met with a 

frown. Averting his eyes, he focuses on a chalkboard that has the team’s current record written in 

big numbers. “I was joking, sir. I know you want us to try our best and that’s why we’re second 

in the division. Winning today means we take first place, so I won’t do anything to jeopardize 

that. Sorry if I’m already becoming a problem since my head isn’t right. That scout got to me and 

I’ll put him out of my mind. He’s something I can tackle later. Do you mind if I ask why you 



quit playing? I haven’t seen any sign of injury, so did you simply get bored with that side of the 

sport?” 

“I will ignore how insulting that sounds,” the teacher says, an unmistakable edge to his 

voice. He stands and goes about cleaning up the locker room, his mind focused more on picking 

the perfect explanation. “My decision came after a near-death experience eighteen years ago. I 

was in an accident that killed a lot of people. None of my teammates since they were practicing 

and was . . . acting like an idiot. I took the sport seriously, but I loved the adoration more than I 

should have. Well, I survived the accident and got out of the hospital to find that nobody really 

missed me. The world went on and forgot all the things I’d done. Wandered around for a bit and 

decided to teach. This is why I push for all of you to focus on your studies as much as the sport 

because it holds no loyalty to you. Doesn’t matter how good you are or how seriously you take it, 

the game, and life in general, can turn on you instantly.” 

Shocked by the answer, Chris takes a final look at the scout’s card and tosses it into his 

locker. “Never thought about that. No offense, sir, but I think I’ll still talk to Mr. Zalen about my 

options. I respect your opinion and experience, which I will think about and even bring up during 

the conversation. To be honest, the chances aren’t high that I’ll go along. This will be more to 

see if I can get exactly what I want. I need to keep some kind of backup plan in case the game 

tosses me aside. Maybe they’ll have something that can help with paying for everything that my 

scholarship doesn’t cover.” 

“Can’t fault you for trying to grab as much as you can,” Coach Warner admits, his right eye 

twitching slightly. Hearing a telltale cheer from the crowd, he checks his watch and realizes that 

it is almost time for the team to hit the ice. “Take your things and finish getting ready. I’ll be 

with you in a minute. Just need to get my own head in the game. The team won’t win if I’m 

thinking of something else. As far as this scout and going pro issue, you do what you think is 

right and I’ll respect your decision. Only thing I ask is that you keep me in the loop and come to 

me if you need help.” 

“I promise, sir.” 

“Great. Go tell the others that I’ll be joining you soon.” 

With a smile of relief, Chris grabs his gear and rushes out the door to deliver his mentor’s 

message. Waiting for the sound of footsteps to vanish, Coach Warner heads for the locker and 

takes the scout’s card. He sniffs at it with disdain and holds it in his fingers, the sight of the thin 



object making his blood boil. Reading the scout’s home address makes him even madder, the 

city being on the other side of the country. For a second, he considers putting it in another 

player’s locker, but knows that will only cause confusion. Taking a deep breath to relax, he 

crushes the card in his hand and listens to a voice in the back of his head. He snorts to get it to be 

silent, a final noise making him think the internal specter gave him a raspberry. 

“I was really hoping he would see us to a championship,” Coach Warner mutters before 

pulling out a lighter. He sets the card on fire and flicks it into a nearby sink, which turns on to 

douse the flames. “Looks like things are moving quicker than I was promised. Always knew her 

impatience would cause some trouble. Going to have to talk to the others about that. Nothing I 

hate more than being left out of the loop.” 

***** 

Coming fast around the other team’s net, Chris hits the puck and curses when it gets blocked 

by the goalie. One quarter into the game and he has only scored once, which has been his worst 

performance all year. Unsure what is going on, he moves back to let his teammates handle the 

puck and scans the stands for the scout. He spots the lanky Mr. Zalen standing on the other side 

of the glass from Coach Warner, both men watching him intently. Glancing at the scoreboard, 

Chris is thankful that they are winning even though he has had very little to do with that. He 

knows one point is all it takes for a win, but he has missed passes and lost the puck far too many 

times for him to be proud. Forcing his ego away, he mutters about being part of a team and them 

needing him. Giving a final look to the scout, he goes around his own net and crosses over to 

steal the puck. 

Passing to the captain, Chris rushes to get ahead of the defender who has been the bane of 

his existence all night. The taller player has practically manhandled him and the refs have done 

nothing more than a warning. While the crowd boos the decisions and shouts at the officials, the 

players know that everything is barely legal. Seeing the puck heading toward him, Chris moves 

faster and stretches his stick to catch it. Unable to shake his aggressive opponent, he is knocked 

into the boards and falls to the ice. Back on his feet and gasping for air, his head swims from the 

impact and he struggles to join the action. A whistle stops the game, the refs awarding a penalty 

shot to the opposing team. 

“Don’t worry too much about it,” the captain says as he skates over to Chris. He watches 

one of the officials skate by, the man glaring at the pair. “Something funny is going on here, but 



we’ll figure out how to stop it. Coach Warner won’t let us down and none of us are willing to 

give up. Heard about you and the scout, so I hope that isn’t messing you up. We need everyone 

at their best now.” 

“I’m trying, but that big guy keeps wailing on me,” Chris replies, his ribs aching from the 

last blow. Seeing that they are about to set up for the penalty shot, he follows the captain to the 

middle of the rink. “They aren’t calling anything on him, which means he’s going to continue 

beating me up. You and the others can focus on scoring. Let me keep the monster occupied 

because it looks like he’s their best defender. If he’s too busy shoving me around then he won’t 

be able to stop the rest of you.” 

“Sacrificial lamb position, huh?” 

“Not ideal, but at least it negates one of their weapons.” 

“Try not to lose any teeth.” 

“More concerned about my ribs.” 

With matching grins, the two players move away from each other and wait for the shot to be 

taken. To their relief, the goalie blocks the puck and sends it skittering toward the captain. Chris 

waves that he is open, which causes the large defender to get closer. Moving to escape and 

putting on an act to make it look like he really wants the puck, he draws his opponent away from 

his teammates. Risking a glance at the captain, he gestures for a spot that he could feasibly reach, 

but has no intention of really heading for. Sensing that something is wrong, the larger player 

slows down and looks to his coach, who waves for him to stay on his opponent. Skating toward 

his own goal, Chris smiles when the defender tries to bait him back into the action. He skids to a 

stop and waits to see what his tense opponent will do, his own body relaxed and loose to allow 

for quicker reactions. 

Dodging to the side, he lets the snarling player fly past him and hurries back to where the 

puck is sliding into the open. Hearing the cursing defender coming up behind him, Chris tries to 

pass to one of his teammates. Before he can hit the puck, his opponent’s stick catches his ankle 

and he crashes to the ground. He is thankful that he does not feel or hear the crunch of bone, but 

his head is aching from the jarring impact. Whistles go off around him, the referees unable to 

ignore such an obvious foul. As the smiling defender is put in the penalty box, Chris is helped to 

his feet and guided to where he can take his shot. Feeling blood in his mouth, he does his best to 

swallow the metallic taste instead of spitting onto the ice. 



Tuning out the cheers and stomping feet, Chris focuses only on the goalie and trying to find 

a weak point. The bulky player makes it difficult to choose a target, especially since he has seen 

the man easily catch and block the puck. With no other ideas, he decides to fire his shot down the 

middle with all of his strength and hope for the best. Pretending to take careful aim at an exposed 

corner, he shifts his stick before swinging and gritting his teeth to hold back a shout. The sound 

of Chris hitting the puck echoes throughout the arena as the disc rockets across the ice. As it 

nears the goalie, it bounces and arches up to strike the player in the mask. People scream as his 

head is knocked off his shoulders and smashes against the glass divider. The body remains 

standing as whistles ring out and many in the crowd scramble to get pictures of the grotesque 

scene. 

Enraged beyond reason, the visiting coach throws down his clipboard and jumps onto the 

ice. He immediately goes through the surface and plunges into the freezing water, his flailing 

form barely visible as it floats away from the hole. Cracks form around the rink and players from 

both sides begin to lose their footing. The home team’s goalie does his best to remain motionless, 

but the circular piece he is on suddenly flips. People with a higher vantage point take pictures of 

the panicking man stuck in the net, his padding preventing him from getting free. Others begin to 

fall in with only two managing to cling to the edges, their legs already turning black from 

frostbite. The referees continue blowing their whistles even after fall into the water at the same 

time, the spots around them turning red as if they have been liquified. Players that are off the ice 

do their best to stretch their sticks to those who are close to the edges, only a handful making it 

to safety. 

Appearing to be unaffected by the chaos, Chris is still staring at the body when a familiar 

shout snaps him back to reality. He looks around to see the captain holding onto a spinning 

chunk of ice that is threatening to flip. Skating toward his friend, he jumps over the cracks that 

are spitting plumes of frost. Coming to the edge of the water, Chris reaches out a hand that is 

covered in slick ice that makes it nearly impossible to grab. Removing his gloves, he tries again 

and touches the captain’s fingers before the rink shifts again. The bobbing and pivoting chunk 

comes down and snaps in half, the terrified player getting torn in two by the razor-sharp edges of 

the hole. 

Blood on his face and hands, Chris backs away and looks around to see if anybody else is on 

the ice. He watches one player bursts from the water, but they are immediately crushed by two 



fast moving pieces. Unsure of what to do, he notices that the defender has been trapped in the 

penalty box. The player bangs on the walls, none of which are the door that would normally let 

him out. Chris begins looking for a way to reach him, his simple plan being to use his stick to 

break the glass. Before he can move, he hears a sound that reminds him of a blender with the top 

off. A nauseating idea comes to his mind an instant before it becomes a reality and the shrieking 

defender is pureed from below. The gore explodes out the open top of the box, but everyone in 

the crowd is too focused on escaping the cracks that are spreading to the stands. 

“Coach Warner!” Chris shouts, his voice cracking. Looking around for his mentor, he 

realizes that there is no way off the fractured ice. “I can use some help here. Not really sure 

what’s going on too. Kind of hoping I’m dreaming since none of this makes any sense. Hello? 

Anybody out there?” 

A low rumble shakes the arena and Chris watches the last of the crowd rush out of the doors, 

which slam shut. Blood can be seen flowing beneath the ice and all of the holes emit bubbles that 

explode into puffs of snow. Another quake sends the damaged parts of the glass dividers toppling 

into the rink, their shards bouncing into the water. Unable to escape, Chris takes a seat in the 

middle of the rink and removes his helmet. He takes out his handwritten message and stares at it 

while his body becomes cold. Even when he hears the crackling return and become louder by the 

second, he remains sitting. He is prepared for the worst when the rink explodes into a roaring 

geyser that freezes to the ceiling, the faint silhouettes of bodies emblazoned on the crimson-hued 

ice. 

***** 

“I’m telling you that I haven’t been drinking,” Mr. Zalen insists as he hurries to his car. He 

searches for his keys while keeping his phone pressed to his ear, the pressure causing a mild 

amount of pain. “There have to be pictures out there. People were using their phones throughout 

the entire thing. I swear the ice started to break and the players started falling in. Those who tried 

to get out were crushed. Yes, I understand that you think it’s impossible, but I know what I saw 

with my own eyes. I haven’t touched those types of drugs in years, Larry. Well, what about the 

decapitation? No, I can’t explain it outside of an elaborate prank, but even then it wouldn’t make 

any sense. Can you just send someone here tonight? I know I’m only a scout, but maybe that 

newspaper you bought will be interested. Don’t patronize me, Larry, because I know something 

is going on here. Just send-” 



Mr. Zalen’s final words are cut off when his neck is snapped from behind and his phone is 

kicked into the sewers. Coach Warner grunts as he lifts the corpse onto his shoulders and begins 

walking toward his car. Spotting a few lingering students, he shifts the body, so that it looks like 

he is helping a drunk friend home. He wanders about until the people leave and then quickly gets 

to his vehicle, a sense of being exposed making him twitchy. Once the trunk is open, he drops his 

victim inside and stares at it while thinking of a plan. Hearing sirens in the distance, he sighs and 

begrudgingly gets behind the wheel. The last thing he wants is to deal with the police and call in 

another favor, his list of contacts dwindling fast. He can see the cars in the distance as he pulls 

out of the parking lot, his lights off to avoid anyone seeing him in the darkness. It is not until he 

turns onto a road that will lead him to the lake that he relaxes enough to drive with more concern 

for his own safety. 

“When did you get into the backseat?” Coach Warner asks, noticing a shadowy figure in his 

rearview mirror. Reaching into his glove compartment, he pulls out a candy bar and tosses it to 

his unexpected passenger. “Figure you’d be hungry after everything that’s happened. You know, 

I would have liked a warning that things would happen so soon after the break. Not that it 

matters now since I lost most of the team. Did we have to remove so many bystanders from the 

game?” 

“It was unavoidable,” a female voice says, the words warped by the person having a mouth 

full of candy. A dainty burp shakes the windows and a foul stench of rotting flesh momentarily 

fills the car. “The parts keep running into those who want to take them away. Our influence 

doesn’t go further than the campus. Well, except for you and your contacts within the town, but 

those won’t help if the parts leave the area. It took so long to get them into position. Forgive me 

for being so impatient.” 

“I can’t really blame you considering your condition,” the man admits as he stops at a red 

light. The crimson bulb bursts and releases a laser that cuts deep trenches in the cross street, 

which clears their path. “That was unnecessary and brings attention to us. I know you don’t 

worry about going to jail, but I’ve hidden enough bodies over the years to get more life sentences 

than I can count. Imagine if any of the ones I buried were dug up or one washes up on shore for 

once.” 

A cold hand stretches out of the shadows, its wrinkled flesh sticking to the man’s sweat-

covered skin. “You need to have more faith like the others. They know that I would never let that 



happen. My pets and friends will make sure that there is nothing more than . . . Well, absolutely 

nothing to find. Dead flesh is the best kind since the living stuff tends to kick and bite. Waiters 

get so offended when you order them and immediately chomp off a finger. Do you happen to 

have any more candy?” 

“Yes, but try not to make a mess back there,” Coach Warner replies, handing three chocolate 

bars to the grinning shadow. He watches as a smooth-skinned hand snatches the food, the nails 

perfectly manicured. “I trust you and everyone else, but I feel like I’m the only one putting his 

neck in a noose. Thank you for assuring me that things are taken care of. Still, I’m going to be 

nervous as we get closer to the big event. Nobody warned me that it was getting so close, so I 

feel like I’ve been left out.” 

“Oh, you have been because you’re the muscle.” 

“That’s all I am to you?” 

“I’m only teasing.” 

“Sorry, but I didn’t find it funny.” 

“Of course not since you forgot to laugh.” 

The car swerves as the shadowy figure cackles, a cascading light flowing from its invisible 

mouth. With a chorus of caws, four ravens land on the moving vehicle and walk around the hood 

as if they are on stable ground. One wanders close to the windshield and experimentally pecks at 

the glass, which has a few small bugs stuck to it. The birds leave when the car comes to a stop in 

an empty parking lot, which is next to the lake. They remain in the trees where more ravens are 

resting and watching over the campus with glowing eyes. Coach Warner feels a chill run through 

his spine when all of their heads turn toward him, his paralyzed hand tightly gripping the door 

handle. 

“There’s nothing to worry about,” the shadow promises with a yawn. The instant its mouth 

snaps shut, the doors fall off their hinges and Mr. Zalen’s body is ejected from the trunk. “See, 

I’m helping out. You need to be nicer to me since I could always put you back where I found 

you. Buried and burning and pierced and dying. Not a fun way to live, little pet. If it makes you 

feel better, I can tell you that I trust you to handle the dirty work. The others are too . . . fluffy for 

this kind of stuff. They are my sheep and you are my alligator. Everybody loves alligators, so 

now you’re happy again.” 



“I guess I’ll take care of that body,” Coach Warner says, unsure of how to take the 

comparison. He stops when he is halfway out of the car and stares at where the ravens are 

devouring the corpse. “Thank you for helping. I’ll wait for them to finish and put the scraps in an 

incinerator that I have access to. Need to feel useful since I’ll be spending the rest of the 

semester answering questions. Again, I really wish we didn’t have to lose so many players. I 

understand the sorority and random people in the library, but this is more important. We had a 

chance at the championships this year.” 

“Please get back in the car,” the passenger whispers in a friendly voice. The nervous teacher 

gets back inside and jumps when the doors reattach with a serpentine hiss. “None of that 

concerns me because it isn’t important. When we are done, you will have more than some silly 

trophy or belt. It might not be as amazing as a pretty banner, but it’s a close second. Still, you are 

part of something bigger than whatever else you hold dear. I don’t appreciate you complaining 

and making me feel guilty. It isn’t a fun emotion. Makes my tummy all twisted. Look, you can 

already see a knot by my bellybutton.” 

Coach Warner grabs a water bottle and takes a drink, the liquid tasting bitter in his parched 

mouth. “I’m sorry for complaining. Again, nobody has told me what will happen after the big 

event. I was under the impression that my life will continue here. For that to be enjoyable, I 

would like to be in charge of a championship team and not badgered about the disappearance of 

my players. All I want is some sign that I’ll be rewarded for my actions, which I do not regret in 

the slightest. It’s only that this is beginning to wear me down.” 

“Me too.” 

“Then, we are on the same page.” 

“Oh, I’m not reading anything at the moment.” 

With a roar from the engine, the car lurches forward and barrels toward the lake. It bounces 

over the curb, which scrapes the undercarriage and knocks the muffler loose. Leaving a deep 

furrow in the dirt, the careening vehicle weaves around the trees that seem to bend and shift out 

of the way. As it comes to the edge of the steep drop that leads to the shore, the car hits its breaks 

and rolls. Lights flicker while the radio runs through stations until stopping on a commercial for 

a local carwash. Hitting the ground on its passenger side, the vehicle ejects Coach Warner along 

with his door. He bounces and skids across the pack ice, every landing met with the blast of an 



off-key tuba. Stopping at the edge of the frozen part of the lake, the terrified man remains curled 

in the fetal position. 

“I believe I’ve made my point,” the shadow whispers as it gently grabs Coach Warner by the 

ankle. Dragging him back to shore, the figure is followed by a beam of moonlight that dances to 

an unheard tune. “Maybe later. Right now, we have a lot of work to do. There are still some nosy 

parts that need to find their way. What? Oh, I guess we can take a break and get something to 

eat. I promise no mushrooms this time, but only if I get to drive. What does having a license have 

to do with anything?”



9 

Aurora practically drags herself up the stairs after pulling two all-nighters at the lab, her 

only escape to get food and a quick shower. Her bag thuds on the ground behind her, the only 

things inside being her phone and a half-eaten sandwich. Having had no luck finding Bryce to 

talk with about Jennifer and Chris, she settles for her only option. Stepping out of the stairwell, 

she can already hear her brother and Thomas talking from their room. The door is wide open, but 

slams shut to muffle their voices. Aurora considers going back to her room even though it has 

felt like a meat locker during her last few stops. She is about to return to the stairwell when a 

door below her is kicked open and a couple begins arguing at the top of their lungs. Not wanting 

to push through the spat, she resigns herself to dealing with whatever crazy scheme Apollo and 

Thomas are working on. 

Taking off her lab coat, Aurora walks down the hallway, but stops at the sensation of 

someone watching her. Gradually turning around, she catches a flicker of movement in a 

cobweb-covered window. Inching closer, she finds a moth trapped in the sticky strands that get 

tighter around it. With no spider to eat it, the insect continues to thrash until it falls to the floor 

and flaps its useless wings. Aurora bends down to pick up the tiny creature, but leaps back when 

a lizard darts between her legs to snatch up the meal. Hearing footsteps behind her, the tense 

woman gets out of the way of a gasping student, who is desperately trying to recapture his 

runaway pet. 

Muttering about needing to drink less coffee, Aurora heads for the room and prepares to 

knock on the door. Hearing the argument inside, she sighs and settles for slowly entering instead 

of announcing herself. Her presence is ignored by the two scowling roommates, who have 

moved to their beds. Old newspapers are spread on the floor and there are printouts pinned to the 

walls, which once held amusing and raunchy posters. Aurora notices lengths of yarn running 

from one clipping to another, but there is no pattern to the connections. Scanning the room, she is 

disappointed in finding no sign of alcohol, which would help explain the tempers and mess that 

is before her. 

“I take I you didn’t hear that Chris disappeared,” Aurora says as she lets the door close 

behind her. She freezes when two pairs of bloodshot eyes meet her arrival, neither one blinking 

for a few seconds. “Then again, I guess you have. Bryce wasn’t around, so I figured I would 



come here to talk about it. Kind of surprised that Harvey isn’t with you too. Unless you drove 

him away with whatever this is.” 

“Let me explain it before you sabotage my argument,” Thomas snaps, throwing his pillow at 

Apollo. Hopping to his feet, he wavers until the sudden lightheadedness passes and he is no 

longer afraid of falling. “To be fair, we agree that there is something here. Not so much on what 

to do. Oh, this has nothing to do with Jennifer or Chris. Really confused on how the rink could 

have melted so quickly. Anyway, this is about your shared dream. Apollo finally told me a detail 

that got me thinking. Specifically, about who this mysterious Mrs. Addison is. To keep things to 

the point, it was a year after we were born, but there was a Dawn Addison who lived in New 

York City and had a golden eye. I showed your brother a picture and he says that this woman is 

exactly who is showing up in his dreams. Only she ran a hotel and had nothing to do with a 

school.” 

Apollo holds up a picture and hands it to his sister before grabbing another article. “I’m 

arguing that we might have heard the name or seen something about her. The woman became an 

urban legend after her hotel called Heaven’s Nest collapsed. She was inside and wasn’t one of 

the few survivors. The place wasn’t very far from where we grew up, Aura, so it isn’t a stretch to 

think we’ve had more exposure to her than others. I know, it sounds ridiculous, but I can’t deny 

that this woman is in our dream. The resemblance is perfect and even the behavior matches the 

stories that tell of her being eccentric. After the accident, an office who was trying to arrest her 

for murder said Dawn Addison was like a living dream that had a flimsy relationship with 

reality.” 

“That has to mean that she jumps into people’s heads!” Thomas blurts out as he picks up a 

pile of papers. He thumbs through them until he reaches an article that has a picture of Gemma 

Cooke in her uniform. “There’s too much weirdness here for it to normal. Dawn’s body was 

supposedly cremated, but nobody knows for sure. This woman vanished a few months after the 

accident if you can even call it that. Every explanation for the hotel collapsing has holes in it like 

no damage to the underground gas pipes and proof that the building was constructed to code. The 

materials were fine until the moment they abruptly broke with no warning whatsoever. Survivors 

even said that nothing was out of the ordinary until the floor went out from underneath them. It 

has to mean something.” 



“Maybe that you’re either drinking too much or should consider writing a book,” Aurora 

replies while she takes a seat. Looking at the picture, she cannot avoid the fact that the woman is 

the same one from her dreams. “Say you’re right about Dawn Addison being in our heads. Why 

stay there for eighteen years? She hasn’t driven us to do anything other than jolt out of bed 

sweating. More than likely, our parents talked a lot about her and read about her, which we 

overheard. They were into spooky stories before we were old enough to speak, so it wouldn’t 

surprise me if they talked us about Heaven’s Nest around us.” 

Refusing to admit defeat, Thomas goes to his wall and tries to find the article that he is sure 

will convince Aurora that he might be right. Unable to locate the page, he moves to the floor and 

checks to see if Apollo has moved his research around. Pausing to take a sip from his flask, the 

determined young man moves on to his computer and goes about printing out what he needs. His 

tongue sticks out as he searches for more information, each page falling to the floor until he 

remembers the tray. Grabbing the small pile, Thomas hands half of it to Aurora and the other to 

Apollo, both of them dropping the pages into a trashcan. 

“Now, you two are just being mean,” he replies while reclaiming the printouts. Wiping some 

pencil shavings off the top page, he holds it out without getting too close. “There have been 

Dawn Addison sightings all over the place for the last eighteen years. Most of them take place in 

New York City, but there are others scattered about the state. Not to mention a few in Oregon, 

one in Alaska, and a handful on cruise ships around the world. They all talk about a woman with 

a golden eye that is there one second and gone the next. Even though it is so quick, people swear 

they’ve seen her. How are we to know that Dawn isn’t a ghost?” 

“Because we’re sane and at least two of us believe in science,” Apollo calmly replies, his 

patience for the haunting story running out. Picking up his own research, he hands the thin stack 

of papers to his sister. “I’m thinking what you are. We might have heard about this woman when 

younger and she became our boogeyman. There’s nothing more to it than that because the 

supernatural doesn’t exist. Doesn’t matter if there’s a local place with the same name as the 

hotel.” 

“Oh yeah, there’s that hotel and restaurant called Heaven’s Nest just off campus,” Aurora 

mentions with a chuckle. Her empty stomach rumbles at the thought of food, which causes her to 

blush. “Let me guess. Thomas wants to check it out to see if there’s a connection. Sounds pretty 

ridiculous, but I’ll agree to go along.” 



“Great-” Thomas begins to say before he is silenced by a finger to his lips. 

“Only because I’m hungry and you’ll be paying for the food.” 

“Well, it’s kind of pricey.” 

“Then, I’m not going.” 

“Wait! What about a compromise?” 

Ignoring Apollo waving his hands, Aurora grins and replies, “Very well. I’m willing to 

negotiate. Let’s hear your offer.” 

***** 

“At least the food is good,” Apollo says with a smirk. He takes another spoonful of pasta, 

the homemade vodka sauce tastier than when it was fresh. “Thomas definitely knows how to 

cook and you could have always pushed for the restaurant. Honestly, you gave up far too easily, 

Aura. Then again, it would have been nice for the warning that eating under the stars meant 

sitting in a car.” 

Thomas hushes his roommate and sips at his beer, the cold drink having warmed up from 

being placed too close to the heater. Going back to his binoculars, he watches the seven-story 

building that sits across the street. Having parked on the lower level of a crowded garage, he is 

fairly certain that they are blending into the scenery. To be safe, Thomas has kept all of the lights 

off, but the running motor still makes enough noise for him to be nervous. He considers 

suggesting that Apollo hide under a blanket in the back while Aurora sits up front with him. With 

a shake of his head, the young man points the idea out of his head since it would come off as a 

lame excuse to steal a kiss. Focused on solving the mystery of Dawn Addison, he refuses to be 

distracted by his libido and playful crush. 

Feeling a sharp tug on his collar, Thomas looks back to find Aurora silently nodding to their 

right. There are several cars that have arrived in the parking lot and a flock of gulls are gathered 

around a dumpster, but none of it seems out of the ordinary. He stares in the direction and leans 

back enough to see her exact line of sight, but he cannot figure out what has his friend’s 

attention. Thomas is about to speak when she hits the button to make his seat flip back to its 

normal position. Head jarred from the unexpected movement, he hands the binoculars over to 

Apollo and goes back to nursing his beer. 

“Professor Soleman is in one of the upper windows,” Aurora finally says after several 

minutes of silence. She holds up her phone to show that she is using the camera to zoom in on 



the building. “He has his back to us now, but I happened to see him as he looked outside. There 

has to be somebody else in there with him since he’s talking. Not that this proves anything since 

he could be hanging out with friends. Only reason I bring it up is that he has a house on the other 

side of town.” 

“Maybe he has friends or family visiting and they came in late,” Apollo suggests while he 

opens a box of cookies. Rummaging in the dark, he searches for one that is not broken until he 

gives up and settles for two halves. “This is ridiculous. First of all, we can’t see anything going 

on inside. If there was anything strange happening then it wouldn’t be in the parking lot. Second 

of all, this place looks nothing like the pictures of the original Heaven’s Nest. At best this place 

could be an homage, but I doubt it. Who would name their hotel after one that mysteriously 

collapsed and killed hundreds of people?” 

“Not to mention the murders and disappearances going on prior to that,” his sister adds 

while she continues watching the window. Spotting a shadow on the wall, she tries to zoom in, 

but cannot get a close look. “Well, he isn’t alone, which means nothing. You know, some of us 

have morning classes. Makes me wonder why I bothered to come along in the first place. I do 

such idiotic things when I’m hungry.” 

“Is that Coach Warner?” Thomas asks, pointing at a man getting out of a battered car. He 

watches the hooded figure trudge to the entrance, the person moving with a limp and looking to 

be drinking from a brown-bagged bottle. “Hard to tell since I heard he hates to drink and he 

looks too short. Then again, that’s his car or at least what’s left of it. That has to be suspicious to 

you guys.” 

The twins shrug and stare at each other until Aurora finally says, “Not really. If that is the 

coach then he’s got to be depressed. Most of the team is missing or dead, which leaves him 

calling grieving parents. Then there are people blaming him for the accident because they think 

he should have known that the ice was weak. Wouldn’t surprise me to learn that he’s drinking 

and trying to hide. The car could be explained by vandalism. A lot of students are angry about 

what happened. Still, no way to tell for sure and he could be going to the restaurant instead of 

Professor Soleman’s room.” 

With a sigh, Apollo gets out of the car and puts his jacket hood up to hide his face, the thick 

lining keep warm. Gesturing for the others to stay, he casually walks to the corner and waits for 

the light to let him cross the street. Pretending to be in dire need of a bathroom, the young man 



hurries to the door and rushes inside. Thomas and Aurora wait with baited breath, moving only 

to enjoy more of the cold pasta and slightly warm beer. It takes a few minutes for Apollo to 

emerge from Heaven’s Nest and continue walking down the street. He ducks into a convenience 

store and remains by the windows where he picks out some treats to bring back to the car. To 

make sure he avoids an argument, he tosses the food in first and hands out hot chocolate with a 

smile. 

“Coach Warner wasn’t in the restaurant, but I swear I heard Charlene and a few other 

teachers talking as an elevator closed,” Apollo reports as he settles into his seat. Turning on the 

lights, he pulls out of the spot and heads for the street. “No point in staying since we can’t see 

into the room. Let’s head home and get some sleep. I’ll agree that something strange is going on, 

but I doubt it has anything to do with us. After all, we’re a club about mythology and this is more 

for the future police officer club.” 

“To be honest, it isn’t like there are any new gods and goddesses popping up,” Aurora 

mentions while stretching her arms. Seeing a cop car in the distance, she puts on her seatbelt and 

kicks whistles for the others to do the same. “Best not to add getting arrested to this night. Drop 

me off at my dorm and we’ll meet up for breakfast. Maybe lunch if I sleep too late.” 

Thomas and Apollo grunt their approval, their energy steadily draining now that the 

excitement is over. The car is about to turn the corner when somebody walks out in front and 

slams his hands on the hood. To everyone’s relief, the screeching brakes stop the vehicle before 

it can run over Professor Soleman. Pushing his glasses up his nose, the teacher waves for Apollo 

to drive into the parking lot and take a spot near the entrance. Confused and tired, the students 

can do nothing more than follow directions and pray that they have not stumbled onto something 

that should have remained a secret. 

***** 

The three students nervously sit around the table while Professor Soleman quietly cleans his 

glasses. All of the other customers have moved to the bar, the drinks and sports channel keeping 

their interest. Cheers rise from the crowd, but the televisions are out of sight from where the trio 

anxiously wait to find out if they are in trouble. None of them dare to eat the large sundaes that 

are melting in front of them, the colorful flavors slowly becoming a soup. Unwilling to talk first, 

they stare at the large aquarium that is in the center of the dining room. The glass cylinder runs 

from the floor to the ceiling and is filled with grasses that allow the fish to hide. Light bounces 



off the scales of numerous piranha that dart through the vegetation, their red bellies making it 

look like they dipped themselves in blood. Two catfish occasionally come out of hiding to search 

the stones for food, the pair going relatively unnoticed by their carnivorous neighbors. A larger 

creature can be seen lurking in a sunken log, but it never strays from the shadows. The only 

reason the students know that it is there is because of the occasional spray of bubbles that come 

out of the opening. 

“There is some news that I want to share with all of you,” Professor Soleman states while 

taking a bite of his own meal. Dabbing at his chin with a napkin, he settles back in his leather 

chair and does his best to smile warmly. “I was going to talk to all of you tomorrow, but Coach 

Warner said that he saw Mr. Chambers in the lobby. That convenience store’s hot chocolate is 

certainly worth the late-night trip. It is a pleasant surprise to find Mr. Porter and your sister with 

you as well. After all, what I have to tell you is difficult to say and I’m glad to only have to do it 

once. By the way, Charlene has said that none of you have classes tomorrow due to current 

events.” 

“Is there a reason you’re pussyfooting around the subject?” Thomas bluntly asks as he gets 

some courage. Pushing his food away, the young man does his best to show confidence that he 

does not feel. “If there’s something we should know then please tell us. We’re tired and would 

like to get some sleep. If you’re wondering why we’re out here then I’ll give you the truth and 

we can move on. This was a hot chocolate run was to give us a little more energy to finish our 

studying. Although, it seems like a moot point since we no longer have class tomorrow.” 

“Your friends will no longer be attending this school, so I’m forced to disband the 

mythology club,” the teacher softly explains. Checking his watch, he licks his lips and lets out a 

slow breath to reveal his own fatigue. “It has been confirmed that Ms. O’Connor was in the fire 

and Mr. Garcon had a fatal accident. He fell on the ice and one of the other players accidentally 

cut his throat with their skate. Mr. Pugh has left for the remaining semester to help both families 

with the funerals. He has taken both deaths very hard, which isn’t surprising. Mr. Garcon and 

Ms. O’Connor were the ones helping him get out of his shell. As for Ms. Hall, she has dropped 

out and checked herself into a mental facility. Her own loss has taken its toll on her and she had 

a severe breakdown upon hearing about her friends.” 

“That was rather sudden,” Apollo points out, his attention more on the piranha. Getting an 

idea, he pulls out his phone to check for messages. “Nothing from Bryce or Harvey, which is 



very strange. It isn’t that I don’t believe you, Professor Soleman, but I would have expected them 

to say good-bye.” 

“Doesn’t sound like Bryce was in any condition to do so,” Aurora interjects as she tries a 

bite of her ice cream. The cold ripples through her mouth and makes her cringe from the 

unexpected headache. “That only explains her, sir. Harvey may be rather shy and introverted at 

times, but we’re his friends. He would have said something before leaving. Are you sure he left 

right away and this isn’t a misunderstanding?” 

“I didn’t ask him when he came to me,” the professor replies, his tone changing to one with 

more of an edge. Looking from one doubtful face to the other, he cracks his knuckles and leans 

forward. “You have questions and concerns, which I understand. Unfortunately, I’m merely the 

messenger and I lack the answers. Even Charlene has been left wondering why Mr. Pugh has 

decided to leave so quickly. That isn’t to say that he won’t contact you later once he’s settled in 

back home.” 

Thomas’s chair scrapes against the floor and he gets up to look at the nearby aquarium. “I 

think we should drop it. Tests are coming and we need to focus. At least I do since my grades are 

rather low. Chris and Jennifer are gone, but Bryce and Harvey might come back next semester, 

so we should make sure we’re here too. Honestly, I just want to get back to the dorm before 

everything hits me and I start crying. I’m having trouble accepting some of it and I’m probably 

not the only one. Thank Charlene for giving us tomorrow off and thank you for taking the time to 

talk with us.” 

“Yeah, I guess we should get some sleep,” Apollo agrees, getting the sense that his friend 

has something else on his mind. Grabbing the cherry off his sundae, he pops it into his mouth 

and puts a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “You can stay in our room if you want. Not sure any of 

us will get much sleep.” 

Wiping a few tears from her eyes, Aurora nods her head and gets to her feet, which nearly 

give out from fatigue and sorrow. She leans on Apollo to make sure she does not fall, but she 

swiftly shifts her to a chair since he is checking something on his phone. It takes him a minute to 

help her stand, the twins yawning at the same time. Her brother gets the sense that she is putting 

on an act, her breathing and pulse surprisingly steady for someone in her condition. Thomas 

hurries over to help with Aurora, allowing Apollo to get his keys. The trio seem to have trouble 



leaving, adding to the idea that they are confused and lost. Once they are sure about what they 

are doing, they say their goodbyes and leave Professor Soleman to finish his ice cream. 

“I hope they sleep well,” the teacher whispers while he watches them leave. Gathering all of 

the food, he goes about taking random spoonfuls from each one. “I should really do what has to 

be done. She is becoming a lot less patient and irrational. Not a smart idea to run the risk of 

getting into trouble. Still, there’s no sense in letting sweets go to waste. I’m sure she would 

understand.”
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Bryce is stirred by songbirds, the tiny creatures flitting by the tinted window that looks over 

the lake. The young woman sits up in an unfamiliar bed and rubs her eyes, a heavy grogginess 

making it difficult to focus. It takes her a moment to realize she is naked, but she feels no sense 

of shame. Leaving the sheet behind, a familiar scent touches Bryce’s nose and her heart flutters 

with every breath. She wanders over to a dresser and opens a drawer to find a collection of 

lingerie, each one from a wish list that she only shared with one person. Stretching her arms and 

arching her back, she notices a torn teddy hanging from a ceiling fan. Curious about the ruined 

garment, she climbs onto the bed and carefully takes it down. Without thinking, she presses it to 

her face and inhales the smell that has permeated the entire hotel room. 

Hearing movement in the bathroom, Bryce vaguely remembers spending the night with 

Trina. The longer she thinks about the beautiful event, the more vivid the memories and 

emotions become. With a mischievous grin, she returns to the dresser and searches for a bra and 

panty set that she knows is in the drawer. To her dismay, she notices it already ripped and piled 

beneath a table. Knowing she has to think quickly, Bryce searches for a combination that she 

knows Trina will enjoy. After choosing a pair of crimson shorts that hug her curves and a black 

sports bra, she strategically puts a little water from an ice bucket on her skin. Checking herself in 

the mirror, the young woman smiles and jumps onto the bed where she strikes a pose that part of 

her knows is more ridiculous than seductive. 

“I can hear you moving out there,” Trina calls from the bathroom. She is momentarily 

drowned out by a shower turning on, but the door cracks open to let her speak clearly. “Getting 

away from everyone was a great idea. Both of us really needed the break. Not that we’re 

physically resting. Do you want me to invite you in or will you surprise me? I’m up for either 

way.” 

“I was hoping to stay in bed,” Bryce admits, hiding her disappointment. Hearing a thud on 

the window, she turns in time to see a raven fly away with a crimson songbird held tightly in its 

beak. “Since we aren’t going anywhere, we can start here and move into the shower. Love the 

smell of the room, so I don’t want to risk changing it. Is that a new perfume that you started 

wearing?” 

“It’s called Odeur de Fantome,” her girlfriend replies before coughing. Steam wafts out of 

the room and drifts toward the bed like a warm fog. “It’s new and I wanted to experiment. Very 



intoxicating and makes me feel like myself. Best thing about this perfume is that it’s made better 

when you wear it in a hot shower.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“I swear it’s true.” 

“You’re trying to trick me into the bathroom.” 

“Only one way to find out.” 

Licking her lips, Bryce is about to climb out of bed when her legs lock and she is left 

dangling over the edge. Pushing herself into a more comfortable position, she stares at the stiff 

limbs and tries to massage them. She wiggles her toes and bends her knees, which show no signs 

of the momentary affliction. Once Bryce can move both legs again, she swings them to the floor 

first and waits a moment before standing up. A surge of pain rockets up her spine and drives 

back onto the bed, the violent impact threatening to break the frame. The agony is gone almost as 

quickly as it appeared, leaving the young woman gasping for air and too terrified to move. Her 

eyes dart from one corner of the room to the other, her brain searching for anything that would 

explain the strange occurrence. It is not until she hears Trina singing her favorite song that Bryce 

clenches her fists and jumps to the other side of the bed. Nothing happens this time, but she 

moves carefully to be safe and keeps one hand on the moist wall. It takes a few steps for her to 

be sure that she is back to normal even though there is a lingering sense that something is wrong 

and she is in danger. 

Coming to the bathroom door, Bryce is amazed at how much steam is flowing out of the 

crack. Stepping inside, she cannot see anything in the hot fog and immediately strips off her 

clothes that are already sticking to her skin. Not hearing Trina, she opens her mouth to call out 

her girlfriend, but a violent cough cuts off her voice. Before she can recover, Bryce steps on a 

pool of warm and sticky liquid. Unable to see the floor, she bends down and puts her hand on the 

damp tiles. A ripple of fear runs through her body when she finds blood on her fingers, a horrible 

stench suddenly filling the room. Groans and a gagging gasp for air emerge from the thickest 

part of the steam where a bloated silhouette moving from one side of the room to the other. Too 

scared to continue forward, the young woman blindly goes back to the door and runs her hands 

along the walls. 

Finding a pair of switches, Bryce flips one and nearly screams when the lights go off. The 

sensation of fingers gently touching her bare back calm her down, but the feeling disappears 



when she turns around. Standing in the darkness, she listens to a wet plop that repeats from the 

direction of the shower. Hoping that her mind is playing tricks on her, Bryce flicks both switches 

to put the lights and fan back on. The steam is sucked through the ceiling vent as her eyes focus 

on Trina. She shrieks and backs away from the dead body, its internal organs dripping out of its 

mouth and into the toilet. 

“Poor little thing,” a voice says from the bed. Slithering out of the covers, a brunette in 

ebony lingerie playfully slinks toward the terrified student. “You should have listened to your 

mind and muscles. Much smarter than that tattered piece of junk you call a heart. Kept up the 

strong façade for longer than I expected, but you couldn’t hide from this. By the way, you should 

feel guilty. That one would still be alive if you never entered her life. Maybe. Hard to tell since 

I’ve killed people for less. Now, this is when you ask who I am and I proudly declare that Dawn 

Addison is . . . Kind of dead?” 

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” Bryce mutters as she moves into a corner. She tries to 

slide down to the floor, but the strange woman grabs her by the chest. “None of this can be real. I 

have to be dreaming, so I want to wake up now. Unless I died in the library. I think I remember 

getting crushed by a shelf. What are you doing here?” 

“Having fun,” Dawn replies with a wide smile. She goes in to lick the side of her victim’s 

face, but abruptly veers to the left and kisses a face in the wallpaper. “Whether you think you’re 

alive or dead is not my concern. I’m only here to play and tenderize. Need to make sure the piece 

I need is ripe. You and the others take less effort than the other others.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Of course not. Why would a cog understand its purpose?” 

“Stop touching me.” 

“Like I said, I’m checking to make sure the piece is ripe.” 

“I don’t like this.” 

“Oh dearie, I haven’t even started.” 

With a wild grin, Dawn pushes against Bryce’s chest until her hands begin sinking into the 

soft and sweaty flesh. Bird-like claws burst from the wall to grab the red-haired woman’s flailing 

limbs and prevent her from escaping. All attempts to scream are stoppered by the struggling 

victim’s tongue enlarging like a balloon to fill her entire mouth. There is no blood seeping from 

the neat wounds that enlarge as the mysterious killer grabs her real target. A golden eyepatch 



sprouts from Dawn’s face as she pulls out Bryce’s lungs and leans in for a closer look. She 

carefully sniffs at the organ, which is a healthy pink and rapidly moving due to the young 

woman’s rising terror. Pulling them up more, she checks the exposed cavity to make sure she is 

not missing anything. Shrinking her head, the reality-warping killer sticks her face into the gore, 

which shifts to avoid touching her. 

“Perfect and pretty,” Dawn announces as she shoves the lungs back into place. She yanks off 

the skin of her hands like there are latex gloves, the flesh beneath clean and tan. “Thank you for 

being a helpful hostess. Wish all of the pieces were as well-behaved as you. One in particular is 

giving me some trouble. Do you have any suggestions? Hello? Now, it’s just rude to collapse and 

drool on a guest’s feet. Kids these days have no manners.” 

***** 

Diving into the nearest room, Harvey crashes to the floor and scrambles to close the door 

before his pursuer can catch up. Nearly drowned out by a droning hum, he hears rapid footsteps 

in the distance and the occasional thud of a fist hitting a wall. Backing away from the door, he 

tries to catch his breath and calm himself enough to think. With no light, the terrified student 

does his best to feel around and move by sliding his feet. His fingers touch cool glass and metal 

shelves while he sniffs at the faint aroma of ammonia. Reaching the back wall, Harvey continues 

searching for another door until his hand goes into water. He jerks his arm back when he feels a 

fish bump into him since he remembers running by an aquarium full of piranha. 

“The switch is out here,” Coach Warner says as the lights turn on. The door rattles as the 

teacher tries to force his way in, his attempt ending with a frustrated kick. “I know you don’t 

want to be here, but you have no choice. This is something that’s more important than either of 

us. The world deserves her return. Now, open the door and come with me. Your friends miss 

you.” 

“I would rather go back to my room,” Harvey states while he takes in his surrounds. Shelves 

of fish tanks and maintenance equipment cover all of the walls, which are an ugly brown that 

reminds him of drying dirt. “I wish I had more to say, but you obviously won’t listen to reason or 

logic. Anything more would be a waste of breath. It would be wiser to use my energy for 

escaping.” 

The crazed teacher pounds on the door before bending down to pointlessly slip a finger into 

the room. “You’re cornered and your size is useless since you only train your brain. Even if you 



could get out of the room, I’m still hunting you. At some point, we’ll have to get physical and 

that’s when you lose. Might as well give up now because this will only end one way. That’s you 

coming with me to do what you were gifted to do.” 

Searching the room for a weapon, Harvey picks up an empty tank of water and places it on 

the floor. He gets a step ladder to help him reach the lone lightbulb in the ceiling, but is unsure 

how he can safely strip the wires. Looking around for rubber gloves, he finds nothing that would 

protect him and realizes that he might not have it in him to knowingly electrocute another human 

being. Giving on up his original plan, the panicking young man takes a seat and puts his head 

between his knees. It only takes a minute for Harvey to come up with a new idea, but he remains 

silent and still to make sure he is thinking clearly. Quietly getting to his feet, he gently tips over 

the tank and watches the water flow under the door. All of the stones scattered about the floor, 

none of them bouncing into the hallway. 

Harvey rubs his eyes and braces himself for a fight even though he prays that he can escape 

instead. Tiptoeing through the tiny stones, he unlocks the door and shoves it open before 

hurrying back to the middle of the room. As he had hoped, Coach Warner barges in and charges, 

but the man trips on the damp rocks. While the teacher crashes to the floor, the quick-witted 

student darts into the hallway and charges toward where he remembers seeing stairs. It is not 

long before he is being chased again, but Coach Warner’s broken ankle makes it difficult for the 

man to catch up. The only reason the two remain close to each other is that Harvey is already 

tired and has never been a strong runner. Contrary to his large size, he never had an interest in 

sports or keeping in shape. 

Rushing around a corner, Harvey momentarily stops when it looks like the hallway is 

warping and twisting. A vase getting thrown at his head, but hitting the wall, urges him to 

continue running for the only way out. It feels like it takes an hour for him to reach the exit, 

Coach Warner screaming at his heels the entire time. Stressed and nearing exhaustion, Harvey 

puts all of his weight behind getting through the door. He stumbles onto a metal grating that goes 

around the open top of the aquarium. There is no escape from the circular room unless he tries to 

climb the pipes that lead to a skylight. Grabbing a railing, he stops himself from falling into the 

water and whirls around to face his pursuer. 

“Last chance to come quietly,” Coach Warner says as he blocks the only door. Reaching to 

the back of his head, his fingers come back with blood. “That’s going to require stitches. Who 



would have thought you’d be the difficult one? I was betting on Ms. Hall since always had more 

fire than you.” 

“I thought I already had my last chance,” Harvey replies, unsure if he sounds defiant and 

witty. Looking over his shoulder, he can see the piranhas darting through the plants, their scales 

almost mesmerizing in the light. “Come any closer and I’ll jump into the water. It sounds like 

you need me alive, which means you won’t risk me killing myself. All I have to do is throw 

myself over the railing. Wouldn’t even take much effort.” 

“So much for being the smart one,” the teacher claims with a smirk. Picking up a nearby 

pipe, he takes a few steps forward and finds that his target stays out of the aquarium. “I thought 

so. Not very good at bluffing, Mr. Pugh. I’ve played more than enough poker to see through your 

half-baked lies. This game is over.” 

Coach Warner rushes forward with the pipe swinging for his prey’s stomach, but the 

younger man clumsily jumps to the side. Reflexes slowed by his injury and anger, the teacher 

trips over Harvey’s legs and topples into the water. He is about to thrash and swim when he 

remembers the piranha are attracted to erratic movement. Gently moving his limbs to float 

toward the edge, Coach Warner keeps his eyes on his victim, who is still dazed from the lucky 

fall. The two lock gazes as the teacher reaches the far end of the aquarium and begins to climb 

out. He is about to pull himself over the railing when his leg is jerked down, his injured foot still 

in the water. Both men look down to see a huge moray eel with its teeth embedded in Coach 

Warner’s flesh. The moment he tries to move again, the creature violently drags him to the 

bottom where he thrashes enough that the piranhas join the frenzy. Within seconds, the water is 

crimson and the surface remains perfectly still. 

“Please don’t throw up,” a friendly voice says from behind Harvey. The young man jumps 

and backs away from the wetsuit-wearing brunette that seems to step out of the wall. “On second 

thought, feel free to vomit all you want. Just not on my fins because I just had the tips painted to 

look like rainbows. You can’t see them unless I’m in the water. By the way, I’m Dawn Addison 

and I’m a friend of your friends. We’ve all had terrific meetings. Though, you’re going to have 

to be my last one. Time is running out or of the essence or flying or money or something so 

cliché that I simply want to kill every author in the world.” 

“What do you want from me?” Harvey asks, sensing that he is still in danger. Thinking she 

cannot catch him, he takes a step for the open door, which melts off the wall. “I must be 



dreaming. That can’t happen in the real world. Yet, I can tell that Coach Warner just died and it’s 

not in my head. Maybe I passed out from seeing the accident and now this is a dream. That must 

be it.” 

“Unless everything has been a dream and only now you’re waking up to reality,” the woman 

responds before hopping onto the railing. Pulling two tridents out of her hair, she casually walks 

along the slick metal. “I fear that you aren’t ripe yet. The piece I need won’t fit and is growing 

funny. At least from what I can tell from here. Excuse me while I take a closer look. I’ll buy you 

an ice pop afterwards.” 

Before Harvey can react, the tridents are slammed into his feet and the shafts grow to wrap 

around his arms. With the young man stuck to the floor, Dawn has no problem climbing onto his 

shoulders and begins tapping on his head. She cracks her knuckles before digging her nails into 

his skull and forcing the bone apart. Frowning at the exposed brain, she wraps her legs around 

Harvey’s neck while poking at the organ. When his nose twitches, she happily probes the spot to 

repeat the spasm and make it occur in a bouncy rhythm. Dawn stops when she fears that the 

brain will become damaged and her finger gets tired. Slamming the skull shut, she remains 

sitting on the young man’s shoulders and lets out a sputtering sigh. 

“I need to put a little extra work into you,” she whispers into Harvey’s ear. Removing her 

fins, Dawn slides to the floor and takes off her wetsuit to reveal a colorful dress. “Let the fun 

begin and pay close attention. Reality and dreams are one and the same. We simply pick the one 

we prefer and hold onto it for dear life. That and feel free to scream at the top of your lungs in 

agony when the moment feels right.”
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Claiming a window table in the dining hall, the three students find that they have no appetite 

after getting very little sleep. Wearing the same clothes from the night before, they look 

disheveled and those sitting next to them quietly move to the next open space. Dark circles are 

under all of their eyes, Aurora looking the worst due to her previous late nights. Thomas can 

only stomach a glass of water while Apollo stares at a bagel like he has made the biggest mistake 

of his life. The trio yawn in unison, which earns chuckles from some of the nearby diners, who 

happily go back to their meals. Smacking lips and muffled burps sound like thunderclaps to the 

exhausted and stressed group until their ears mysteriously pop. Ignoring the strange event, 

Thomas and Aurora stare at the gloomy outdoors while Apollo continues picking seeds off the 

bagel. 

“Why are we the only three who get the day off?” he finally asks the others. Keeping his 

voice low, the black-haired student looks around to see if anyone is watching them. “If this was 

about the hockey team and the sorority then shouldn’t the entire school take the day off? So far, 

it looks like everyone else is going about their business. All of those students had friends here, 

but we’re the only ones told to skip classes. This has nothing to do with Bryce or Harvey either 

because them leaving had to be a secret. Nobody has mentioned them at all on social media and 

I’ve been looking. Doesn’t that seem weird to you?” 

“Weird is an understatement,” Thomas replies while he looks around the room. Feeling like 

the coast is clear, he takes a quick sip from his flask, which is filled with a strong coffee instead 

of alcohol. “Why do you think I got us out of there so quickly? Professor Soleman was acting 

strange from the beginning. I mean, he just walked out in front of the car and beckoned us to 

follow. None of us saw him coming and he would have had to be walking that way before we 

reached the corner. Too unnerving. Even worse, he hinted that he’s not the only one involved in . 

. . whatever this is. We need to keep our heads down until we know more.” 

“No, we stay out of their way,” Aurora hisses in a hoarse voice. Taking Thomas’s water, she 

finishes the drink and hacks until her throat is clear. “Have you considered that we’ve been given 

this day off to calm down? This is a warning that we’re poking around something that we have 

no business going near. I don’t care what they’re up to. You shouldn’t either since we got in 

trouble after only two days of investigating. Take today to study and accept that we have more 

important things to worry about.” 



After waiting for a janitor to walk by and out of earshot, Thomas slowly leans forward to 

whisper, “I refuse to be a victim. Chris and Jennifer are dead. Harvey and Bryce are missing. I 

don’t know why the first two were taken out, but the others were helping us. Professor Soleman, 

Charlene, and everyone else in their group won’t let us walk away so easily. They’ll come for us 

eventually.” 

“And paranoia rears its ugly head.” 

“I’d rather be cautious than ambushed.” 

“Nobody is going to attack you.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because you’re just a student who can’t even focus on a major.” 

“That has nothing to do with this.” 

“Please talk some sense into him, brother.” 

Snapped out of his trance, Apollo looks from Aurora to Thomas and tries to figure out what 

they are fighting about. All he can do is shrug helplessly before going back to the design he is 

making with poppy seeds. He is mildly surprised that he has had enough to make a unicorn, 

which is rearing up. Hearing his sister tapping on the table, Apollo glances at her and opens his 

mouth to speak. His jaws snaps shut at the sight of hundreds of ravens soaring over the trees and 

buildings. Their wings silently flap and none of the animals make a noise as they threaten to 

block the sun. Nobody else pays attention to the flock, making him fear that he has fallen asleep 

and is dreaming. He relaxes a bit when Thomas finally turns around and nearly jumps out of his 

seat, his roommate’s knuckles crack as he grips the table. Following their gaze, Aurora is less 

impressed by the birds, but watches them pass. 

The instant his companions turn away, Apollo spots a white form within the flying mass of 

black. It takes him a second to realize that there is an albino raven hiding among the others, its 

beak only slightly darker than the rest of its body. Focusing on the rare bird, he watches it veer 

away from the flock and head toward the lake. As its black-feathered brethren disappear around 

one of the dorms, the solitary animal continues soaring over the water. The sun begins to pierce 

the clouds, casting blinding beams that make it impossible to track the raven. The last Apollo 

sees of it is a flicker of movement near the lake’s surface, which has become choppy and dark 

green. 



“I have no idea what that’s about,” Aurora states before anyone can ask. Leaning back and 

crossing her arms, she takes a final glance out the window to see if any ravens are still in the 

area. “Birds aren’t my specialty, so I can only take a guess. They sensed something to eat over 

there, which could be an open dumpster or a dead deer. Although, there were a lot of them in that 

flock. Surprised the population is so big considering there are hawks and owls here. Those 

should keep the ravens under control. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen either of those animals 

around in the last month.” 

“Another mystery or is it connected to the one we already have?” Thomas asks with a proud 

smile. Scratching his head, he tries to think of a story that would explain everything and happily 

snaps his fingers when he gets an idea. “Professor Soleman, Coach Warner, and Charlene made a 

deal with a big company. They get rich while toxic waste is dumped somewhere on or near 

campus. Just so happens this stuff killed off the hawk and owl populations, which they’re now 

trying to hide.” 

“And you said I need to look into creative writing,” Apollo jokes, his stomach rumbling 

slightly. He is about to take a bite of his bagel when a foul smell makes his guts twist. “Just when 

I almost had an appetite. Does anybody else smell that? Can’t put my finger on what it reminds 

me of.” 

“Like rotting meat,” Thomas says while sniffing the air. He freezes when a chorus of faint 

clicks echoes throughout the dining hall. “I’m starting to worry here. Not sure about what, but I 

just have a bad feeling.” 

“Is that gas?” Aurora asks as she backs away from the heating vent. Wisps of white mist 

stream out of the slits, the vapor fading away as it touches the light. “Maybe they’re cleaning the 

ducts with water. Not sure if that’s a thing, but it makes more sense than everyone here getting 

poisoned. I feel dizzy.” 

Apollo is the only one who manages to cover his nose and mouth before a flood of gas pours 

from the vents. He scrambles away from the table as Aurora and Thomas slump over, their loud 

snores shaking the windows. None of the other students act like they see the cloud that is flowing 

across the floor. Grotesque faces appear beneath all of the seats and remain, the open mouths 

pumping gas into the air. Reaching for their victims, the twisting tendrils are inhaled with every 

breath, bite, and uttered word. Feeling cornered and desperate, Apollo grabs an abandoned 

handkerchief from a table and presses it to his face. He climbs onto a chair, but jumps off 



immediately when one of the faces materializes on the floor. The bug-eyed apparition pouts and 

spits a stream of mist before stretching back into a shapeless form. 

Once he gets to the stairs, Apollo sees that the gas is staying on the upper floor and only the 

first step has been covered. Determined to escape, he runs for the doors and tries to use his 

shoulder to open them. With a grunt, he puts all of his strength into the blow and tries not to yell 

at the pain that rockets down his arm. For a brief moment, he feels blood flowing under his 

sleeve, but he ignores out of self-preservation. Bracing his back foot against the bottom step, 

Apollo gets the doors to give an inch and feels a delicious rush of cool air come in from the 

empty lobby. With the creak of straining metal, the exit slams back together and knocks him to 

the ground. Looking up, he sees that the gas is flowing towards him, so he rushes back upstairs 

to avoid getting trapped in the narrow stairwell. 

Apollo is about to grab a chair and charge the distant windows when he realizes that the 

students are no longer sitting still. While Thomas and Aurora are exactly as he left them, the 

others have broken out into a mad frenzy. He can only guess that in the short time he has been 

gone, they have raided the kitchen and salad bar. Food is on every flat surface and nearly all of it 

has been partially eaten, some pieces even showing signs that they were swallowed and spit back 

up. Famished students are everywhere gorging themselves on whatever they can greedily get 

their teeth into. Many are missing fingers, which they failed to get out of the way of their own 

mouths while eating. Apollo jumps back when a young woman rolls out from behind the drink 

dispenser and falls down the stairs. Her arms have already been devoured up to the elbows and 

she continues working on her legs even though she has broken her spine during the bouncing 

fall. As the real food runs out, more of the students settle for self-cannibalization or merely 

pouncing on the nearest person. 

Unable to get to the windows or save his friends, Apollo carefully makes his way to the 

kitchen entrance. He looks around the corner to see if there is anyone there, but only the gutted 

staff are in view. Shocked by the violence, he tries not to throw up, but fails when he finds a 

cook with her head still stuck in the deep fryer. The sound of clanging pots and pans come from 

the back, so he grabs a carving knife in case he runs into a hungry student. Apollo stops when he 

realizes that he has not been covering his mouth since he got back upstairs. No longer afraid, he 

is about to return to the dining hall and make another attempt to rescue Aurora and Thomas when 



a metal colander hits him in the head. The impact is enough to knock him out, the last thing he 

sees being a short, hazy form standing on the counter. 

***** 

Sitting on inflatable thrones that are at the head of a dragon-shaped table, Apollo and Aurora 

calmly take in their surroundings. The white walls ripple like bubbles when a blast of air comes 

through the open skylight and carries away three stacks of napkins. A champagne fountain is in 

the corner, the bubbling liquid cascading down the marble tiers. Placed in the middle of the 

dance floor, a building-shaped cake and a giant pie spin around each other as if they are having a 

romantic dance. Caterpillars hang from the ceiling, their silky tethers glistening with a thin layer 

of dew. They repeatedly fire more strands across the room to create a colorful network that is 

inevitably destroyed when one of the sword-like ceiling fans turns on. The twins turn at the same 

time to see a tiny raven standing on the switch, the bird moving it whenever it tries to reach a 

bowl of grapes. 

Arranged around the room, faceless and unclothed mannequins are posed to resemble party-

goers. Most are sitting at the tables, but there are three couples frozen on the dance floor. The 

statues that make up the band never move even though loud music continues to flow out of the 

instruments. Wait staff hold empty platters above their heads, the only way to discern their 

purpose being the faint etching of a bowtie on their necks. The twins begin to pick out more 

bizarre scenes that have been mixed in with the mundane mannequins. Far to their left is one 

with a knife in its back, the couple next to it posed to look like they are ignoring their neighbor’s 

plight. Partially hidden by a plant, three statues appear to be engaging in sex with the one in the 

middle having its legs unnaturally wrapped around the other two. The most disturbing of all is a 

child sitting under a table, its hands tightly gripping two sparrows that have been crushed. It is 

the toothy grin and button eyes that make the image so unnerving since none of the other 

mannequins have faces. 

“Play something sexier!” a voice shouts from every direction. The band rattles as they start a 

song that brings imagines of seedy strip clubs to the twins’ minds. “Something a little classier 

than that. I only have myself to blame for creating in a rush. To be fair, my dearly departed 

husband used to do this kind of stuff. Can someone be departed if they were never parted in the 

first place? Oh, I’ve probably ruined the mood by now. Just so excited that things are going to 



their climax and I don’t mean Duchess Contessa and the bellboys in the corner. The old girl sure 

knows how to work them legs.” 

A drum roll starts and all of the mannequins turn their heads toward the desserts that have 

stopped spinning. The top tier of the cake splits to release a slender arm while the pie is punched 

through by a foot. Metal feet screeching on the polished floor, the tables spin away from each 

other and knock the dancing mannequins away. Doing their best to seductively slide out of the 

food, the two halves of a familiar woman escape their prisons and hop to the floor. With the left 

side wearing a devil girl outfit and the right dressed to resemble a pirate, Dawn’s pieces strike a 

pose as if they are done with the show. It takes a second for her to realize she is not whole, so she 

whistles to get the caterpillars to drop from the ceiling. The bugs cover her body and create a 

large cocoon that steadily shrinks until it is a narrow pillar. A door opens in the front just as 

Dawn breaks through the side and pulls a mirror out of the floor. She is wearing a tight red 

bodysuit with a sword on her hip and a pirate’s hat that has devil horns on the top, none of which 

seem to match. 

“I thought we agreed on the costume,” she growls before kicking the mirror away. Holding 

up her hands as if she is about to do a puppet show, she knocks them together. “This is why we 

do rehearsals! I wanted to be a pirate, so which one of you two went devil. I don’t care if the tail 

makes my butt look smaller. Being a pirate goes perfectly with my eye. Not to mention I’m 

supposed to get a parrot. So, where in all of this unadulterated madness is my Cracker? Oh, I left 

him in the pie. Come on out, little one. Cracker want a Polly?” 

Reaching under the table, Dawn drags the child mannequin out into the open and holds it up 

by the leg. A ten foot parrot emerges from the destroyed pie and grabs the statue in its beak 

before sinking back into the dessert. Stripping down a set of denim underwear, the smiling 

brunette heads for the cake and opens it like a closet. Various costumes are tossed over her 

shoulder and fly to one of the mannequins, which silently puts on the outfit. Frustration and 

impatience mounting, Dawn flips the table over and coos at the sight of a long-tailed suit and top 

hat. Quickly putting on the old-fashioned clothing, she checks her watermelon-sized pocket 

watch and playfully spins it as she approaches the twins. 

“My apologies for all of those delays. It’s been years since I got to play hostess, so I’m a bit 

rusty,” Dawn explains, her left arm creaking as she moves it. Stepping over to the punch bowl, 

she pours some down her sleeve and shivers in delight. “Much better. Now, both of you must be 



wondering what is going on. I mean, your friends did and reacted accordingly. Yelling, running, 

begging, whimpering, and one of them even threatened me. We’re not going to have that 

problem since you two are special. In fact, all of this has been created to celebrate our no year 

reunion. I’m so happy I could cry, but then I’d ruin my makeup and have to kill people until I felt 

better.” 

“Who are you?” Apollo finally asks, his voice distant and weak. Looking to his sister, he can 

tell that she is barely paying attention and is on the verge of falling asleep again. “This is another 

of our dreams, but we’re together. I don’t understand.” 

“I would be happy to explain, but I have loyal minions for that,” their host casually replies 

while she ladles some punch into cups. Politely handing one to Apollo, she throws the other into 

Aurora’s face in an attempt to wake her up. “Nope, she has a gas problem. I’d try acid, but my 

mop ran away with my lawnmower. Now, I can answer the question about who I am. My name 

is Dawn Addison and I’m currently a Taurus, but was a Virgo until I was sixteen and a Leo for 

most of my twenties. Long ago, I was happily mad with my own hotel until my world fell apart 

because I discovered I was the center of it. Silly me for thinking it was someone else. Anyway, 

I’m all better now and my rebar only itches when a sneeze. Just kidding. I never sneeze. Where 

was I?” 

“I have no idea.” 

“Well, you’re no help.” 

“Have you been in my head all this time?” 

Dawn grabs Apollo by the cheeks and peers in his ear, her gold eyepatch turning in the 

damaged socket. “I don’t see myself in there, but then I could be lying. One could say I’m in 

your head, but I’ve been known to travel. The truth is that I know you better than you know 

yourself, but you’ve never heard of me. Not until recently, which is why we had to meet so 

quickly. Such a horrible young man that you never gave me a chance to make myself more 

presentable. Aw, but I can’t stay mad at you since you have a piece that I so desperately need 

and desire. How about a kiss?” 

Straddling Apollo’s lap, Dawn presses her lips against his and snakes her tongue deep into 

his throat. Feeling a stabbing pain in his chest, he thrashes and flails in the hopes of knocking the 

woman away. Out of the corner of his eye, he can see that Aurora is doubling over and clutching 

her stomach. Dawn stretches an arm to catch the other twin and softly runs her fingers through 



the long tresses of cool hair. Angered by her touching his sister, Apollo tries to bite through their 

host’s aggressive tongue, but he receives an unexpected jolt of electricity. His body going limp 

and his eyes closing, he collapses in the inflatable throne, which gradually deflates and brings 

him to the floor. Placing Aurora next to her brother, Dawn takes a step back and pulls a list out 

of her back pocket. 

“All pieces are ripe and accounted for,” she says as she makes two check marks. Holding up 

the piece of paper, she waits for a popcorn-scented gale to snatch the message and take it through 

the skylight. “I’m trusting all of you to do what you promised. Rewards have already been 

mailed out, my woolly friends. Now, bring the shepherdess home and let her do what she was 

born to do. The world must have gotten so boring without me. After all, there’s never any fun in 

normal.”



12 

The fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling are harsh and bright, causing the twins to shut their eyes 

once the black bags are taken off their heads. Staring at their bare feet, they are surprised to find 

that they have not been tied to the chairs. The only thing stopping them from moving are flexible 

resistance bands wrapped around their ankles. With a few experimental movements, the siblings 

manage to free their legs, which worries them more than if they were tightly strapped down. A 

loud scream from behind causes them to jump, but they cling to the chairs out of fear. They 

finally get the courage to look around and discover they are in the library, all of the shelves 

having been cleared of books. The carpeting has been rolled away to expose the feather-covered 

linoleum beneath and there are tarps covering the tiled section. A quartet of cops stand near the 

doors, which have been chained shut and painted black. Ahead of the twins is a strange 

collection of flowery sheets that are covering something that is oddly shaped and dangling from 

the ceiling. The only parts of the mystery object that they can see are chains that have been 

bolted to the crossbeams and an enormous hand crank. Raising their heads higher, they realize 

there are hundreds of ravens quietly sitting on the shelves and they can hear more flying about on 

the upper floors. 

A door slams shut behind the prisoners, who rush to get the flimsy restraints back on their 

legs. The resistance bands are grabbed and tossed away before they can finish, the cafeteria 

worker stopping to pat the twins on the cheeks. Aurora’s mouth falls open when she sees her lab 

professor step out of the shadows, her expression copied by Apollo at the sight of the school 

psychologist. More members of the campus staff walk out of the stacks and take their place 

around the cleared floor. The siblings do not recognize everyone, but the glint in every set of 

eyes makes them fearful that every move they have made has been meticulously watched. Their 

nerves are strained as their minds race for an explanation, both of them silently praying it is 

another dream. A mild acceptance has fallen over the pair by the time Professor Soleman and 

Charlene come down a nearby staircase and walk to the center of the circle. The administrator 

removes her jacket and places it on the floor, allowing her to kneel in front of the prisoners and 

place her hands against their stomachs. 

“All of the pieces are here and have ripened,” Charlene says as Professor Soleman walks 

behind the siblings. She holds up a hand to stop him from touching them, the man obediently 

stepping away. “We’re only minutes away from the ritual. The world will become right again 



because a real goddess will be reborn. Aren’t you two happy to have such a pivotal role in 

history?” 

“It would help if we knew what was going on,” Apollo replies, shoving Charlene’s hand 

away. Seeing that his sister is shivering, he kicks the woman back and jumps to his feet in case 

the professor attacks. “You people have been watching us since we got here. We demand to 

know why. Is this about Dawn Addison? My sister and I have nothing to do with some dead 

hotel owner.” 

“Actually, you do, but none of us are in a position to explain,” Professor Soleman states 

while cleaning his glasses. He takes Apollo’s seat and leans back until the front legs are off the 

floor. “Mr. Porter was very good at investigating, which is one of the reasons we had to make 

things along. The last thing we wanted is for one of the pieces to move beyond our reach. After 

all, we’ve worked for eighteen years to make sure everything came to us. The perfect programs 

and scholarships for bait. Placing expendable guidance counselors in the high schools was the 

hardest part. Yet, our savior wanted it done. Did you know that all of us were in Heaven’s Nest 

when it collapsed?” 

Charlene rushes her companion and knocks the chair over, the man’s head thudding against 

the floor. “That is not for you to say. My job is to hold the records while yours is to give my 

orders to everyone else. Now, where was he? Ah, yes. We were in Heaven’s Nest and our 

protector made sure we lived. All of us were chosen to do her bidding and assist in her rebirth, 

which hit a little snag at the beginning. As you can see-” 

Without warning, Charlene’s teeth fall out and she gurgles out whatever she was going to 

say. Falling to her knees, she spits out blood while trying to put the pieces back. The twins back 

away, Apollo helping Aurora move until she snaps out of her stupor. Hearing footsteps on the 

stairs, they turn around expecting to see the woman from their nightmares. Instead of Dawn, it is 

Marcy walking backwards without holding the railing. The librarian’s hair gets redder with every 

step and she grows a little in height due to a faint curve in her spine disappearing. Her black 

dress bends and shifts until it is a pair of pants and a t-shirt, both of which have a police insignia 

on the back. Flipping up her hair, the woman’s hands come back into view with a polished 

handgun and a rusty badge. Placing them on her waist, which has no belt, Marcy turns around 

and hops onto the railing. Her green and blue eyes glint in the light, giving them a golden hue 



around the edges. Leaping over the circle, she lands behind the twins and lunges forward to 

drape her arms over their shoulders. 

“These pesky followers have no patience, do they?” the librarian asks while licking her lips 

and purring. Looking from Apollo to Aurora, she sees fear and confusion in their eyes, which 

makes her sigh. “I’m not Dawn, but I am the one who can answer your questions. My name is 

Gemma Cooke. Tensing up means you’ve heard of me. I was the one hunting our dear and 

foolish savior until she snapped like a little twig. Not a day has gone by without me wishing I 

walked away, but nothing I can do about it now. You see, she did die that day. Only a monster 

like Dawn Addison isn’t one to let that stop her. She’s been riding my brain ever since and 

pushing me to put all of this together. It’s such an interesting sensation. I despise every speck of 

her existence and wish she would erase herself. Yet, I also refuse to live without her and want to 

see her whole again. Perhaps this is what madness is for those who weren’t born to survive such 

trials.” 

“Tell us why we’re here!” Aurora demands, regaining her strength. She freezes when she 

feels a gun press against her chin, the click of the hammer making her want to cry. “Please don’t 

do anything hasty. It’s obvious you need us alive and mobile. Otherwise, you would have tied us 

up or killed us. Did you kill our friends?” 

“One question and demand at a time,” Gemma explains as she releases the twins. Bending 

down in front of Charlene, she waves Professor Soleman over to help the woman put her teeth 

back in her mouth. “Such obedient sheep, but why wouldn’t they be since they were spared and 

have been promised power? When Dawn returns, she will know what she truly is. Unlike before 

when she thought Corvus was the master. The woman will still be the maddest thing in the 

world, but her powers will be controlled. All she’s missing is her body. Our first mistake was 

trying to have me use her powers to rebuild it. That failed and only accomplished . . . removing 

pieces from the original. Not our fault since we didn’t know where the body was. Toothless 

Tammy over here is the one who stole it and united the others. I was only too happy to take over 

and have them do my dirty work in finding the pieces. This is where I ask you if you believe in 

reincarnation.” 

Apollo opens his mouth to answer, which causes the woman to inch closer to him. “At this 

point, I’m willing to believe anything. Although, it doesn’t sound like this has anything to do 



with reincarnation. More like resurrection, which failed? Unless you mean one of us is the 

reincarnation of Dawn Addison.” 

“Pretty smart for someone who pays more attention to clouds than people,” the red-haired 

woman snaps, her eyes momentarily blinking out of synch with each other. Shaking her head 

clear, Gemma strikes Professor Soleman in the stomach to make him double over and she 

perches herself on his back. “Move and I kill you twice. As I said, these idiots were messing with 

the body when we tried our resurrection. The result is that six parts were reincarnated in children 

that were already born. Your friends in the mythology club had her brain, heart, lungs, kidney, 

and liver instead of their own. Those are actually inside me to help us find them and watch to 

make sure they ripen properly. As for you and your sister, you’re holding Dawn’s soul as well as 

your own. We’ll be taking all of the parts back, so don’t be happy or get attached.” 

“Don’t you have part of her soul too?” Aurora asks, stepping between Gemma and her 

brother. 

“I have most of it, which I will gladly hand over for my freedom.” 

“Then, can’t we do the same?” 

“Nope.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because that’s far too boring for such a big event.” 

“You’re insane.” 

“No. I’m normal and Dawn is insane, but she’s in my head, which makes me insane too.” 

“That makes-” 

“Screw you and the time for talking is over.” 

Gemma violently shoves the twins back into their seats before clapping her hands over her 

head. The followers hurry to take down the floral sheets and connect the end of the thinnest chain 

to the hand crank. When most of the coverings are down, Aurora and Apollo see that their five 

friends are hanging from hooks. They are still alive, but unconscious, the only movements being 

their shallow breathing and occasional twitch. With a groan, Thomas tries to lift his head, but is 

immediately injected with another dose of tranquilizer. Only one sheet remains, which Gemma 

half-heartedly skips over to and yanks off with no ceremony. The followers cheer at the sight of 

Dawn Addison, the lifeless corpse naked and suspended by padded chains tenderly wrapped 

around her shoulders. Her skull and ribcage have been opened and there are holes in her stomach 



to expose gaps where the organs should be. The thinnest chains run from the students and to the 

wounds before coiling together into the one ending at the hand crank. Picking up a crooked 

chalice, Gemma walks around the six bodies and flicks sugary water on their feet. 

Once all of the preparations are done, the crowd attempts to swarm the area and are driven 

away by the ravens. The birds circle the sacrifices and angrily peck at anyone that gets too close 

for the liking. Gemma is the only one allowed to stay within reach of the bodies, her grinning 

face moving throughout the flock. She stops at the crank and begins to turn it, the creaking 

drowned out by the ravens’ song. The chain is gradually retracted and it takes the connected 

organs out of the students, the bones splintering like rotten wood. Once free of the shuddering 

victims, the parts fly into Dawn and her wounds are stitched together by the metal links. They 

turn hot and fuses to the skin, which shifts like there are worms underneath. With a loud snap, 

the remaining chains burst and the brown-haired woman falls onto her feet where she stands 

looking down at the floor. 

“All we need to do is add the-” Gemma starts to announce as the ravens swarm the fresh 

corpses. She scowls at the empty chairs sitting behind the followers, the twins having escaped 

during the ritual. “Did anybody think about watching them? We went over this every weekend 

for the last ten years! All of you are a severe disappointment to this beloved institution. You 

know how this is going to work. A sweet reward to the one who brings me the souls. Blah blah 

blah. Move it!” 

***** 

With the back door opening to a brick wall, the twins are forced to rush up the stairs and 

search for a window. The idea of a broken bone is more welcoming than facing whatever the cult 

has planned for them. A cheer is heard in the distance, but it is cut off by an eerie silence that 

tells them that their escape has been discovered. Taking the steps by twos, they come out near 

the history section and race through the stacks. To their horror, the drab walls are covered in 

posters that are easily tore down to reveal concrete behind them. Pushing at the solid stone, the 

siblings hear glass cracking from the other side, but nothing gives way. Apollo grabs a nearby 

stool and strikes the wall, which swallows the weapon and launches it out of the building. They 

stand in silence while listening to the faint crash of metal on the street below. 

A chorus of stomping footsteps can be heard below, most of their pursuers still searching the 

first floor. The siblings stay away from the stairwells, fearful that they will be seen by someone 



and cornered. Heading for where they remember seeing a closet, Aurora takes the lead while 

Apollo watches for enemies. They can hear shelves being pushed over and doors getting kicked 

open, but the chaos is too far for them to worry. It is when something shakes the building that 

they stop and crouch behind a cart with a single book on it. For a brief moment, the siblings hear 

flapping wings and look around for the ravens. When nothing appears, they fill the cart with 

books and use it as a moving shield in case somebody is upstairs with them. Only a few dull 

thuds come from the same floor, the sounds resembling a falling book more than a desperate 

search. 

The twins almost believe they are going to escape when Professor Soleman steps out into the 

aisle. Dropping to their stomachs, the siblings hide behind the cart and watch the man through 

two tiny spaces in their shield. Leaning against the shelves, he stays at the far end of the path and 

calmly cleans his glasses. He continues to stare in their direction, but never moves from his quiet 

spot. Knowing that it is only a matter of time before they are found, Aurora nudges her brother 

and points at a nearby intersection. It is only a few feet away, but it is far enough that they will 

be seen if they move too quickly. Getting to their hands and knees, the twins keep an eye on 

Professor Soleman as they slowly push the cart forward. They only make it an inch before the 

man tenses and takes a step to investigate, but pulls back when a minute passes without any more 

movement. 

A long creaking of a door opening behind them makes the twins sweat and they look around 

for another way out. Apollo looks over his shoulder to see a shadow getting closer, the feminine 

appearance making him think it is either Gemma or Charlene. He turns to whisper to Aurora, but 

stops to find that she is pulling books out of the bottom shelf. Getting the idea, he crawls over to 

help and they carefully take out the divider that makes a metallic wobbling sound. They glance 

to their left to see that Professor Soleman is coming and hear the other person starting to jog in 

their direction. Tossing the thin barrier to the side, the twins push the other books out of their 

way as they squeeze into the next aisle and escape. They hear the cart getting pushed over and a 

slew of curses, but are too busy retreating to check for signs of pursuit. A rush of air hits their 

backs at their former hiding place is thrown through the shelves and sent crashing across the 

upper floor. 

Weaving through the stacks, the twins do their best to head away from the sounds of 

Professor Soleman and at least two other people. Turning a corner, they spot a shadow against 



the far wall and rush in the opposite direction. A woman that Aurora recognizes as a philosophy 

professor jumps out in front of them, but the pair leap away from each other when she tries to 

tackle them. The cursing teacher crashes to the ground between the students, whose legs she 

wildly flails at. Not wanting the twins to escape, the woman crawls after them at an alarming 

speed and swipes at their ankles. She is so caught up in the chase that she fails to hear the 

screech of breaking metal coming from ahead. Apollo grabs his sister by the arm to make her run 

faster as one of the shelving units topples over. The sharp edge strikes the professor on the back 

of the neck, decapitating her with its weight. 

Clambering over the broken furniture, Professor Soleman takes up the hunt and charges after 

the siblings. He hurls books at them in the hopes of hitting their legs, but his shots are always 

short. When the pair split up at an intersection, the man skids to a stop and whistles for help 

before running after Apollo. The sound of the other followers charging up every stairwell shakes 

the second floor and several shelves collapse from the tremors. Glass breaks as the impatient 

pursuers shatter the short walls at the top of the steps and clamber through the shards to cut off 

those who are ahead. Furniture is knocked over or tossed aside as a hungry madness sets into the 

mob, their desire to please their revived master growing stronger by the minute. 

Determined to claim at least half of the reward, Professor Soleman frantically hunts for 

Apollo, who he spots ducking around a corner. Knocking over the nearest shelving unit, the 

teacher tries to cut the student off, but finds that his prey has gone back. Leaping through the gap 

with his arms stretched out, he tackles Apollo as he passes and pins the startled young man 

against the opposite shelves. The victory is short-lived as Aurora sprints down the aisle with a 

cart that she slams into Professor Soleman. Still clinging to the brother with one hand, he lashes 

out to catch the sister by her wrist, but the twins rear back to pull him off his feet. 

Wriggling free of his grip, the siblings drop him on the cart and run with it held between 

them. They shove it toward the balcony that oversees the lobby and watch the screaming man get 

thrown over the railing. As Professor Soleman crashes into the front desk, the cart tumbles 

through the breaking glass and falls on top of him. The twins take a moment to see if he is dead, 

but they are swiftly driven away from the balcony by a large group of Dawn’s followers rushing 

from their left. Charlene is in the front of the crowd, her toothless mouth dripping red-tinted 

foam. The narrow path makes it difficult for all of the people to move as the siblings start to run, 

so the more ambitious of the followers casually hurl their friends out of their way. Several bodies 



are sent falling to the first floor and others are slammed into the shelves that begin a domino 

effect that threatens to crush those searching within the stacks. 

Spotting a door at the far end of an aisle, Aurora grabs Apollo by his collar and practically 

drags him along. They can see that the falling furniture is heading to block their only escape, so 

they sprint as quickly as they can. Listening to the screaming mob behind them, the twins 

narrowly avoid ducking around a large man who bursts out from behind an empty display. The 

wire frame falls in his path as he lunges for Aurora, his eagerness snapping both ankles and 

causing him to collapse across the aisle. With the injured man blocking the others, the siblings 

are able to get ahead of the approaching crowd and reach the door. The exit swings and moves as 

the building shakes, proving that it is not locked. Running faster, Aurora and Apollo swear that 

they see trees outside and have caught the scent of flowers. Coming to the door, an enormous 

shelving unit is about to fall on the twins as they crash into the metal door and let their 

momentum take them to safety. 

***** 

A powerful wind repeatedly whips at Apollo as he gets to his feet and looks around for 

Aurora. Standing at the edge of the lakeshore, he can barely see the library through the tightly 

packed trees. Hearing a cough from his right, the young man hurries over the slick stones and 

twisted roots. Coming around an angel-shaped piece of driftwood, Apollo finds his sister 

crawling out from under the shifting pack ice. He hurries to help her out and is about to hand her 

his shirt when he realizes the air is warm. Looking up to the sky, he watches the clouds part and 

reveal a moon that looks twice the size as it should. Bathed in the light, he can barely see the 

stars, which are in their early summer positions. The twins back toward the trees, which fall 

backwards when thousands of ravens leave the branches. Circling the entire campus, the ravens 

sing with voices that send chills down Apollo’s spine. 

“Are we dreaming again?” Aurora asks as she shivers. She groans at the icy sensation 

beneath her warm skin, the combination making her want to vomit. “None of this makes any 

sense. Even if reincarnation or resurrection is possible, why would her parts go into people who 

are already alive? We have no connection to what happened eighteen years ago. All of us were 

only babies. Why is this happening to us?” 

“Because you were chosen,” Gemma replies while stepping out from behind a boulder. She 

draws her gun and scratches her temple with it, her finger twitching as if trying to pull the 



trigger. “Not by me or Dawn, but by dumb luck. There’s no rhyme or reason to any of this, so 

stop asking. Would you be this confused if a truck ran a red light and hit you? No because those 

are accidents that you accept as a possibility. Carrying the soul of a madwoman is the same 

thing.” 

“Bad luck makes this even worse,” Apollo says, moving between the former cop and his 

sister. A pang of anger rises in his stomach, but the emotion vanishes as soon as he tries to focus 

on it. “What if you take me and let Aurora leave? Dawn can even take my soul if she needs to fill 

the space. It’s ridiculous to kill two people in order to revive one.” 

Aurora pushes her brother way and staggers forward, her body wracked with pain. “I think 

I’m sick, so take me instead. A disease shouldn’t do anything to the soul since that isn’t a 

physical object. Maybe I’ve worked too hard and eaten poorly for so long that my body is giving 

up. Doesn’t really matter as long as you do what I ask. Last thing you want is for me to die and 

your savior’s soul goes running off somewhere.” 

“It’s adorable that you think it works that way,” Gemma coos, her voice changing into 

Dawn’s for an instant. Slapping herself in the face, the red-haired woman screams until she 

abruptly regains her composure. “We’ll just pluck the soul out of the sky or wherever it runs 

away to. After all, you dying doesn’t save your brother and his half holds enough power to get 

the rest. This is becoming tedious. All of the other parts are in place and I don’t want this 

nightmare to last any longer than it has to. Now, shut up and come with-” 

Gemma’s last word gets caught in her throat as she falls to her knees, a pair of sharp stones 

piercing her shins. Her eyes twitching and her head rocking from side to side, she is about to 

stand when her body locks up. Drool dribbles from her mouth as she collapses, the rocks bursting 

to create a cushion of mud. The twins get closer to makes sure Gemma is still breathing, Apollo 

tossing the gun into the lake. Seeing a chance to escape, they only make it a few steps along the 

shore before the soaring ravens shriek and land on the ground. The birds stare at the siblings and 

only move to block their way, the animals tightening the circle. With a human-like warble, eight 

of them hop onto Gemma and stand along her spine, which they peck at without ever breaking 

the skin. 

“My little kitty had just enough of me to get my motor running,” Dawn declares as she 

walks through the ravens. Her naked form dances in the moonlight, which curls around her and 

turns an eerie crimson. “I may have taken a bit of her too, but I’ll give it back. She wasn’t using 



all of it anyway. Now, I need to decide on who I will take first. The one that was already mine or 

the one that used to be mine. It’s so hard to decision because you both smell so yummy. Reminds 

me of home.” 

“Why do I get the feeling that asking for an explanation won’t help?” Apollo asks as he 

backs toward the water. Picking up a piece of driftwood, he swings at the ravens that come too 

close. “You seem fine now, so leave us alone. A person as powerful as you could find another 

servant, so keep what you took from her. It’s obvious that you have enough to make you live 

again. Right, Aura?” 

“Home . . . Smells like home,” his sister whispers, a spasm making her lurch forward. She 

lands at Dawn’s feet and slowly cocks her head to the side, the woman’s wiggling toes 

mesmerizing her. “One that wasn’t one. Tearing bodies apart because the skin feels wrong. False 

beneath the fingers. The depths are greater lies that flow to poison all. Nothing ever smelled like 

home before.” 

“I think somebody is sniffing at my naughty little prank,” Dawn whispers as she crouches in 

front of Aurora. Stroking the young woman’s cheek, the brunette licks her lips and grins like a 

hungry shark. “I always knew where my soul was, but that had to be the last part. No real reason 

aside from it feeling right. My fun wouldn’t be much fun if I was hunting a kidney or my liver at 

the very end. Unfortunately, my soul was rather potent and baby Apollo didn’t do well with his 

first dream. Odd how he went into the hospital with a fever and came out with a twin sister that 

nobody ever questioned. She helped take the pressure off and allowed my wounded spirit to 

ripen perfectly. Possibly my second-best creation. Nothing could ever surpass the one I will 

always miss, but she comes close. Now, I believe it’s time to put my affairs in order and take 

back what’s mine.” 

Flexing her fingers, Dawn is about to drive her hand into Aurora’s stomach when her other 

arm lances out at Apollo. She gleefully punches through the young man’s skin and twists, 

causing him to scream. His voice is drowned out by the ravens as they take to the air, their calls 

echoing across the campus. Dawn digs around inside her victim for several seconds that feel like 

years. When her arm finally retracts, her fist is glowing from the ephemeral liquid coating her 

skin. She coos at the sight of her soul while sliding her fingers into Aurora’s face, the flesh 

parting with ease. With both hands covered in her missing soul, Dawn presses her palms to her 

chest and runs them down her body. Shimmering lines run along her skin, the energy following 



the veins and arteries below. A thin tendril leaps off her tongue and plunges into Gemma, who 

stirs and moans as she is revived. 

Feeling a comforting warmth seep through her pores, a sense of euphoria washes over Dawn 

and she starts to dance. The instant her knee touches Aurora’s frozen chin, she growls and kicks 

the young woman over. The empty husk shatters against the stones and turns into dark green 

moss, except for a single eyeball. Plucking the slimy orb off the ground, Dawn blows some dirt 

off of it and rolls it between her palms. As her soul finishes sinking into its proper place, she 

claps her hands and transforms the body part into a golden patch. Wind whips her hair away 

from her face, exposing an empty socket that she covers with the protector. Delicious pain 

ripples through her body as flesh fuses with metal, the sensation making her coo and wiggle in 

place. 

“Everything is in its place,” Dawn whispers as she sprouts a crimson dress. Fixing her skirt, 

she looks around for Apollo, but finds that the young man has disappeared. “Guess I should have 

done something about that. Maybe remove his legs or take his soul instead of turning it into a 

balloon animal. Oh well, what’s life without a few loose ends?”
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With Gemma trailing behind, Dawn waltzes into the library and frowns at the chaos around 

her. Transforming her dress into a comfortable shirt and pants, she walks through the destroyed 

furniture and the remains of half of her followers. Her disappointment in missing the fun and not 

being the cause is etched into her pouting face, which only brightens at the sight of the ravens 

lined up outside the windows. Whistling loud enough to melt the glass, Dawn lets the birds 

inside and makes sure everybody knows that she has arrived. One by one, the survivors crawl out 

of their hiding places and line up along their master’s path. None of them dare to touch her, a 

sense of wonder and fear paralyzing them as she passes. Those at the back of the cleared 

walkway gradually fall into place behind Gemma, who repeatedly glances at an empty holster on 

her hip. 

“Wait! This isn’t going to work,” Dawn abruptly declares as she reaches the lobby. Turning 

her nose up at the gore-covered chains, she waves her hand to turn them into a swing set that she 

happily sits on. “So much better than a throne. Watch me kick the ceiling when I get high 

enough. Bet I could knock the top part of the building into the sky if I got enough speed. Oh, but 

that’s not what we’re here for. All of you want some kind of reward. Just a bunch of takers with 

bad hygiene. I mean, one of you doesn’t even have teeth.” 

“I lost them while working to revive you,” Charlene replies, stepping out of the crowd. The 

woman kneels in front of Dawn, who begrudgingly hops off her swing. “There is nothing we 

want more than to serve you. All of us are alive because you spared us eighteen years ago. Please 

let us return the favor by helping you with your goals.” 

“Obviously, none of you know what kind of maniac you’re dealing with,” Gemma mutters 

from her perch on the front desk. A sudden pain grips her stomach and sends her toppling to the 

floor before she spits up a thorn-covered rose. “That was unnecessary. We both know you don’t 

have any goals, Addison. All you want is chaos and to have fun. You’re not the type to rule or 

save the world. The power of a god and you only want to make trouble.” 

“Kitty knows me so well,” the grinning brunette admits. Standing on the swing, she rocks 

back and forth, her balance never faltering. “Then again, maybe I should think beyond my own 

desires. After all, I have the power to do whatever I want. It’s a gift that I’ve wasted for so much 

of my life and death and new life. What if I was created to change the world in my image? I 

mean, my face is adorable and the aliens would feel more welcomed if the planet looked more 



like me. On the other hand, all of that sounds so boring and I don’t want to be responsible for so 

many pets.” 

“You don’t have to take care of us,” Professor Soleman says as he limps over to where 

Charlene is crouching. Bleeding and broken, the man tries to kneel, but ends up snapping both of 

his knees. “Patch us up and send us into the world. We will work to spread the word of your 

existence to everyone. You can focus on having fun while we create your new empire. Don’t 

think of us as pets, but as loyal servants.” 

“Still sounds like a lot of responsibility.” 

“I assure you that we can take care of ourselves.” 

“She has no teeth and you look like the anatomy dummy that was holding onto my skeleton 

all this time.” 

“That was you?” 

“Yes and you weren’t very gentle with me.” 

“I didn’t know.” 

“Your goddess doesn’t like cold hands.” 

Dawn flips off the swing and spins in the air before coming down on Professor Soleman’s 

head. The man is crushed like a tin can, which she casually picks up by a flailing arm and tosses 

into a nearby garbage can. Confused by the attack, most of the followers back away while two 

rush for the door. They throw the exit open and are immediately flattened by a giant hand that 

wipes the remains off with a blue handkerchief. Turning to Charlene, Dawn puts her pinky 

beneath her nervous follower’s chin and lifts her off the floor. Examining the administrator’s 

damaged mouth, she runs a finger around the gums and has new teeth gradually return. The 

grinning madwoman watches intently as they continue to grow, the points pushing through 

Charlene’s flesh and bone. As the teeth pierce her crying victim’s brain, Dawn drops the body 

and faces the rest of her loyal servants. Having grown bored with them, she waves her hand to 

switch all of their heads around. The first few who move prove that their borrowed skulls are 

barely attached and easily tumble to the floor. Fearing death, the rest remain motionless while 

their master returns to her swing. 

“Whoever is the last one standing will be fixed and sent on their way,” Dawn says with a 

friendly smile. The crowd suddenly bursts into action with the followers doing their best to 

knock the heads off their neighbors. “Well, that’s mildly entertaining. I like how all of their 



holds roll for a few feet like marbles. Guess nobody won. You know, little kitty, you did have a 

point. Chaos can be so boring after a while. Maybe I need to find something else to do with my 

life. Running the hotel was fun, but I’d hate to repeat myself. Being married was great, but I 

can’t put my heart on the line like that again. What do you suggest?” 

“To be honest, Addison, I still think you’re a murderer and I’m only here out of self-

preservation,” Gemma replies as she examines her hands. Feeling a tightness in her joints, she 

pretends to shoot a gun and is surprised to see a bullet come out of her finger. “Not to mention I 

don’t think I’m human any more. What about traveling? See the entire world and then decide on 

if there’s anything you want to change or indulge in. For all we know, you have eternity to 

wander around.” 

Dawn shudders at the thought of being in an airplane, her movements violently rocking the 

swing set. “Ugh, that sounds so normal. Yet, I can see a use for it. Perhaps it’s time for me to see 

if the world is ready for me. After all, it took years for me to be ready for the real me. How could 

I believe that the rest of the world is better prepared than I was? The only thing we have to do is 

make this fun. Glorious food, wonderful beasts, interesting people, and delicious deaths will be 

found across the globe. Nobody can stop us. By the way, I really mean me, but you’re here and it 

would be rude to leave you out. I mean, I think you can still die, so there are plenty of things 

could stop you. Hey, what if I set off a nuke to see if it tickles me?” 

“Let’s save stuff like that for another time.” 

“Was it too normal?” 

“That and you could get killed by that.” 

“I could always be brought back.” 

“Yes, but you’ve already done that. A second time would make it . . . normal.” 

“Wow. That’s a good point. As I always said, there’s never any fun in normal. I’m happy to 

have you with me, little kitty.” 

With a squeal of delight, Dawn begins to swing as hard as she can and the ravens fly out of 

the windows. Once all of the birds are clear and circling the library, she kicks the ceiling with all 

of her strength. The entire building flips into the air and spins, sending books flying across the 

campus. All of the tomes transform to tell the story of a woman with the power to do whatever 

she wants, the ending nothing more than a blank page that sends a chill down the spine of anyone 

who reads it. 



***** 

Apollo groans as he washes up on the mist-covered island, the gaping wound in his stomach 

seeping blood. He grabs the rotting pole of a pier, most of which has been washed away by the 

waves. Using it to get to his feet, the young man winces at the sensation of splinters burrowing 

into his flesh. The pain helps him focus and he staggers ahead, his eyes fixated on the strange 

shapes in the fog. He hears a crunch beneath his foot and looks down to see a yellowed rabbit 

skeleton. A gentle breeze comes off of the water to drive the mist back, revealing more animal 

bones scattered about the dirt. There are small tufts of grass scattered about the island, their 

green blades marked with black spots. Noticing a forest to his left, Apollo considers going there 

for safety, but quickly sees that the trees are sickly and crumbling to dust. Pillars of foul-smelling 

vapor rise off a lake that is barely visible through the dying plants. The sound of bubbling 

bubbles and hissing foam can be heard, the sounds occasionally broken by a lone frog calling out 

for its long dead friends. 

“Where am I?” he asks, the growing pain in his body forcing him to collapse. He turns his 

head to see a building appear in the mist, the structure split in half by a lightning bolt-shaped 

crack. “Looks like some kind of hospital. Did I make it to Canada? No, that’s too far away. I 

guess I could have washed up on an island with some abandoned facility. Never really looked at 

a map of the area. Maybe I can find something to clean and fix up this wound. Can’t be that bad 

since I’m not dead.” 

Dragging himself forward, Apollo finds a patch of tulips that have been trampled into the 

dirt. He notices a faint path of the flowers and stands in order to follow it to the center of the 

island. A leafless willow tree has been knocked over to reveal a patch of moist dirt that sticks to 

the severed roots. Seeing something metal in the soil, Apollo gets to his knees and tries to take a 

closer look. Before he can react, a filthy hand erupts from the ground and grabs him by the face, 

its grip impossible to break. The young man is yanked into the dirt, which turns red as the sounds 

of crunching bone and tearing flesh drift from the shadows. With a burp, a wild-haired figure 

cloaked in mud crawls out of the earth, its dark blue eyes blinking in the dim sunlight until they 

no longer hurt. 

“Puppy is coming home, Addison,” the man growls as he trudges forward. The dirt falls 

from his body and is replaced by a dark red suit, the matching shoes leaving sizzling impressions 

in their wake. “And puppy is very angry.” 


