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Chapter 1 

Slipping his arm out from under the sleeping woman’s body, Carl rolls out of bed and 

searches for his underwear. Finding them in the bathroom, he tries to remember the drunken 

escapades that are slowly coming back to him. The sound of snoring causes him to peek around 

the corner at his companion who he recognizes as one of the waitresses from earlier. A smirk is 

on his face as he notices the shower curtain is on the floor, a casualty of passion that he is happy 

to pay for. Running a comb through his thinning hair, the businessman uses his other hand to 

touch the scratch marks on his chest. Stepping out of the bathroom, Carl finds himself unsure of 

who was the aggressive one in the one night relationship. Going to the balcony door, he takes in 

the sight of New York City and decides he does not care. After years of a bad marriage and a 

month of a brutal divorce, the idea that someone actually wants him for more than his wallet is 

enough to make him content. 

“The wife and none of the others ever made me feel this way,” Carl whispers, not wanting to 

wake his new friend. Grabbing his cellphone, the man pads his way back into the bathroom and 

closes the door behind him. “Is this room service? This is Mr. Anders in suite 3069. I know it’s 

after midnight, but I was hoping to order some food and drink. Thank god I called now then. I 

would like a bottle of your most expensive bourbon, the fried calamari, two lobsters, a chocolate 

cake, and two cans of whipped cream. Hold on a second.” 

The dripping of a faucet brings his attention to the sink and he moves the handles until the 

leak stops. A low groan from the wall causes him to jump before water dribbles out of the 

removable shower head. The lights flicker for a second while the building shakes, which Carl 

assumes is an effect from the subway that runs a few feet away from the basement. He had been 

warned by the owner that speeding trains can cause random quakes, but the sensation continues 

to put him on edge. A loud squawk from his phone reminds him about room service and he 

wipes the sweat from his brow. 

“Sorry about that. I haven’t gotten used to the shaking,” Carl says, taking a seat on the toilet. 

He stares at a mural of vines and serpents on the wall, which has the effect of movement when 

the light strikes it perfectly. “No, I won’t be needing a wakeup call. My business is done so the 

rest of my trip is pleasure. Throw a bottle of champagne and chocolate covered strawberries onto 

my order. I don’t care about the cost. If I don’t spend my money then the ex-wife and her man-

whore lawyer will find a way to get it. Oh, and please let the owner know that I’m very happy 



with Judy’s work ethic. She deserves a bonus or a raise or whatever waitresses get when people 

like me compliment them.” 

Turning off the phone, Carl heads for the door and freezes when he hears a serpentine hiss 

from the wall. The sensation of scales against his exposed ankles makes him quickly sit onto the 

sink, but he is unable to stay up for very long. Crashing to the floor, he scrambles to his feet and 

grabs the toilet brush while searching for the snake. Seeing movement out of the corner of his 

eye, Carl swings and hits the harmless picture. The sound repeats behind him and he whirls 

around to see a long shadow sticking out of the toilet. Holding his breath, the man sneaks 

forward a few steps before lunging to whack at the serpent that is trying to escape into the 

sewers. A surge of courage drives Carl to grab it by what he thinks is the tail and yank the beast 

free. 

“What the hell is this?” he asks when he sees that the serpent is actually the waitress’s 

ripped pantyhose. The toilet makes a low hiss when he moves away, the flush sensor picking up 

his movements. “This is why I need to stay away from absinthe. Jimmy always said I couldn’t 

handle that stuff. Then again, he also said my ex-wife was a nice person. Guess nobody has 

perfect judgement.” 

Returning to the bedroom, he is surprised to find that the waitress is still asleep in the messy 

bed. A wave of paranoia consumes his mind, so Carl tiptoes onto the bed and gingerly puts his 

fingers to her neck. The strong pulse puts him at ease while her hand grazing his crotch makes 

him lick his lips. Before he can kiss the slumbering girl, the man’s phone goes off and causes 

him to leap out of the bed. The waitress mumbles in her sleep and rolls over, the sheet nearly 

falling off her naked form. Muttering curses under his breath, Carl storms over to where he put 

his phone and puts it to his head. A second passes before he realizes that he needs to tap the 

screen, the force of his finger leaving an oily print. 

“Swear this thing should have stopped ringing already. Hello?” snaps the irritated 

businessman before he notices that there is only heavy breathing on the other end. He is about to 

hang up when a violent cough and the clang of weights being dropped can be heard. “Is that you, 

Luther? What have I told you about calling while you’re working out? At least wait until you’re 

in the sauna because I always think you’re one of those creepy stalkers you see in the movies. I 

know I’m not a sexy teenage girl, so I shouldn’t worry. Speaking of hot, young women, I bagged 

the waitress from last night. What do you mean that’s crude? I’m sorry, but you weren’t any 



better. That was your wife you were making out with? Life is treating you very nicely if that’s 

the case. Fine, I apologize and I’ll pay for drinks at lunch. Guess I should get some real sleep 

since we have the breakfast meeting. Talk to you-” 

Carl drops his phone when a high-pitched shriek and the clanging of metal erupts from the 

other side. Staring at the device, it takes him a minute to realize that room service is banging on 

his door. Casting a final glance at his companion, who is entirely exposed, he forgets his fear and 

hurries to get the food. Instead of a cart with his late night meal, Carl finds an empty hallway that 

is brightly lit by far too many lamps. Shielding his eyes, he looks down both ways while keeping 

his other hand on the door frame. The last thing he wants is to be locked out since he does not 

believe the waitress can be woken up by anything short of a grenade going off next to her. He 

grins at the thought of himself being the cause of his exhaustion, his chest puffing out with 

bloated pride. 

Not seeing anything, he is about to go back inside when a strange haze on the opposite wall 

mesmerizes him. The effect stops him from noticing the entrance to his room is opening as far as 

it can. His attention locked on the swirling distortion on the wall, Carl is left screaming when the 

door to his room slams shut. All four of his fingers are on the floor and he stares at the damage, 

the nubs twitching and spurting. He stares at the blood dripping down the frame, his back to the 

disturbance that resembles the wall being pinched and pulled backwards. When the door opens 

again, Carl hurries to collect his fingers and tries to remember where the ice machine is on this 

floor. 

Turning around, he stops in surprise at the bizarre effect on the wall before assuming it is a 

similar illusion to the vines and serpents. Dizzy from pain and what he believes is blood loss, the 

businessman tries to take a shaky step toward the elevator. With the sound of a snapping rubber 

band, the distortion expands to release a burst of hurricane force wind. Carl is launched back into 

his room and toward the balcony, the glass door opening to let him through. He sails over the 

railing and plummets toward the distant pool. Clutching his severed fingers and screaming, he 

prays that he is going to hit the water and one of the late night swimmers will save him from 

drowning. Most of Carl’s body hits the pool with a loud slap, but his head splatters against the 

wet bricks around the edge. 



“Close the doors or I’m going to catch a cold,” the waitress mutters as she curls the sheets 

around her. On silent hinges, the two doors close and the front one locks itself with a gentle 

click. “Thank you, Carl. You’re such a gentleman.” 

***** 

Detective Gemma Cooke runs her thumb around her badge while staring at the strange 

woman sitting across from her. It is not the first time she has had to bring the grinning brunette in 

for an interview. Even so, the hotel owner’s golden eye-patch continues to give the seasoned 

police officer a creepy vibe. The black and red dress that reminds her of a gothic noble does not 

make the situation any more relaxing. Gemma is aware of the theme banquet that has been 

promoted online for the last two weeks, but she would have preferred that the other woman be 

less eye-catching. She can already sense that there is a crowd on the opposite side of the one way 

mirror that is behind her. The glint in her suspect’s green eye is enough to make her bang on the 

glass and gesture for her coworkers to leave. 

“You seem to enjoy an audience, Ms. Addison,” Gemma states while opening a notepad. It 

takes two clicks to get her battered pen to work, the first mark leaving a small splatter on the 

lined page. “Now, I have a few questions for you to answer. This is entirely routine, but we have 

to cover all of our bases. Did you know the deceased?” 

“You should really put some color in this room,” Dawn replies while sipping at the tea she 

arrived with. Pouring herself a fresh cup, the calm hotel owner leans back and puts her booted 

feet on the table. “Carl came to Heaven’s Nest five times this year and twice last year. He was 

becoming one of our regulars before he threw himself from the balcony. Poor thing had gone 

through a terrible divorce that cost him a lot of money and reputation. I offered to make his 

problem go away, but he declined. Guess he simply had enough and wanted to see if he could hit 

the pool.” 

“That doesn’t really answer my question.” 

“I knew him in passing, Detective Cooke.” 

“What were you doing at the time of his death?” 

“My husband.” 

Gemma can only stare at the impish smirk on Dawn’s face, the blunt answer making the red-

haired cop lose her composure. Pushing her chair back, she begins to pace from one end of the 

mirror to the other. The attempt to let the tension thicken fails when the suspect yawns and leans 



forward to put her head on the table. A gentle snoring rolls from the woman’s throat, the noise 

always cutting off with a sound that resembles a horse neighing. Slamming her hands down on 

the table, Gemma wakes Dawn and scowls at the innocent smile she receives. 

“This is the fifth gruesome death at your hotel and it’s only April!” the detective shouts as 

she opens a folder. Tossing pictures of the victims on the table, she watches Dawn for any sign 

of recognition. “One person was cut in two by an elevator while another was mauled by a Seeing 

Eye dog that nobody ever claimed. Two people have fallen to their death too. Though my 

personal favorite is the woman who was electrocuted by the pinball machine. Mechanical failure, 

suicides, and faulty wiring were your collection of reasons. Yet, I really do think it’s strange that 

so many people have died at your establishment.” 

“You remind me of a stubborn kitty. I like you,” Dawn says while nonchalantly moving the 

pictures around. Putting them in a pile, she tries to use them like a flipbook and giggles at how 

the bodies seem to twitch. “Accident happen and I compensated the families of those that died. I 

can’t be held accountable for any of this. Not like I pushed Carl off the building, which is why I 

wonder why you’re after me again. Ever since my husband and I set up shop two years ago, 

you’ve been poking at my life. Just like a curious kitten.” 

“There’s something wrong about you,” Gemma claims, her skin crawling from being so 

close to the other woman. A chilling breeze runs through the room, so she bangs on the mirror to 

get them to turn the air conditioning off. “Your hotel appeared overnight and nobody in this city 

questions it. You talk about a husband that never shows up in public. These deaths simply add to 

my suspicions that you’re more than you seem. Then again, I could be wrong and you’re entirely 

normal.” 

Dawn feigns a look of horror and drops her teacup on the floor, the porcelain shattering into 

jagged shard. “My dear, I am anything, but that. There’s never any fun in normal and I enjoy 

every minute of my life. Besides, there are simple explanations. My husband is shy and prefers 

to let me be the public figure. As for our quick arrival, there is so much construction in this city 

that nobody notices more of it. We didn’t announce ourselves until everything was done, so I can 

see how you were confused.” 

“There is something wrong about you.” 

“Well, I haven’t been the same since I lost my unicorn.” 



“You see, I want to believe you’re joking, but you come off as serious when you say stuff 

like that.” 

“Losing your unicorn is nothing to take lightly.” 

“There is no such creature.” 

“Well not any more since I had the last one and he’s gone.” 

“Do you understand that we’re here because someone died?” 

Wiping a few tears from her eyes, Dawn slides the picture of Carl’s body across the table. “I 

am well aware, but he did it to himself. The man was drinking a lot beforehand and took one of 

the waitresses upstairs to continue the party. He ordered a feast from room service, which I 

assume was a last meal. Guess he couldn’t wait or decided not to subject my employee to being a 

witness to the act. All of this reeks of going out with a bang. That and cheap coffee, which is the 

norm for this place. Wait a second. I think somebody else in the world just died. Now another 

one is gone. I think I just heard a twofer. Do you think I had something to do with all of those 

deaths as well?” 

“I . . . what is wrong with you?” Gemma asks, returning to her seat. Unable to look away 

from the suspect, she pulls a flask off her belt and takes a sip of coffee. “Let’s talk about the past 

for a bit. Last year saw thirty disappearances and deaths in your hotel. Normally, that would be 

suspicious, but nearly every hotel with four and five stars had similar numbers. All of this began 

when you showed up. I don’t believe in coincidences, but that can’t help me here. For all I know, 

you’re involved in some hotelier war that the guests are becoming collateral damage in. Sounds 

crazy, but crazy makes a lot of sense around you.” 

“You’re so sweet, kitty,” Dawn replies while she pulls a handkerchief out of her dress. She 

polishes her golden eye patch, being careful around the smooth edges. “I do feel like I’m being 

targeted at times. Perhaps this city is less inviting than I realized. Our theme nights and charity 

shows are rather popular. A slice of Vegas in New York is what a critic said. Not sure what he 

meant. I certainly didn’t start Heaven’s Nest in Vegas, get bored, cut it out of the ground, and 

move it here over night.” 

The door to the interrogation room is shoved open by Captain Blythe, his eyes locking on 

Gemma. The towering figure’s mustache is bristling as he points at his subordinate and gestures 

for her to follow him into the hallway. Scowling at the interruption, the detective gathers the 

pictures and leaves the room. She gets the distinct feeling that Dawn is staring in her general 



direction even after the door closes behind her. Taking a few steps to the side, she feels better 

with a solid wall at her back instead of a window. 

“I told you not to call Dawn Addison in because there is no way to tie her to this. Just like 

the previous times,” the chief whispers, trying his best to keep his voice down. Not wanting to 

embarrass Gemma, he snaps his fingers at anyone who attempts to eavesdrop. “This woman is 

only unlucky with these things happening around her. Now, I know you think she is up to 

something, but I can’t have one of my people holding a grudge over nothing. She has promised 

not to register a complaint against you, so I recommend that you keep your distance. If there are 

any other incidents at Heaven’s Nest then I’m handing them over to Max Boros. He’s your 

partner, so I’m sure he’ll keep you up to speed. That’s the best I can do, Cooke.” 

“All I wanted to do was check every possibility,” Gemma argues as her boss hands her an 

envelope. She opens the flap and curses when she sees what is written at the top of the folded 

letter. “You’re putting me on administrative leave? I know I’ve been pushing your buttons with 

some of my interrogations, but that’s rather extreme. Not to mention I wasn’t even rough with 

Ms. Addison. How did she get in contact with you about me since she was brought into that 

room immediately and I was waiting there for her?” 

“I gave her my cellphone number after your last go at her, so she texted me,” the chief 

answers while putting a hand on the detective’s shoulder. Waving an approaching cop away, he 

softens his voice to prevent Gemma from getting angry. “You’ve been under a lot of stress ever 

since the New Year’s Eve incident. I told you to stay home until you were ready, but you refused 

to listen. Now I think you need a vacation for a week or two. At the very least, you need time 

away to get your head on straight. Last thing I want is you getting into trouble and losing your 

job. This isn’t a firing. You can come back when you feel better and have a shrink sign off on 

you.” 

The detective taps at her badge, her blue eyes never straying from the letter. “I’ll go on 

vacation, but I’m not leaving the city. Also, I get to come back without all that red tape if 

anything happens involving Heaven’s Nest. That place is my territory and I won’t let Max block 

me out of the big stuff. Yes, I know you’re going to say that I don’t understand what a vacation 

is, but I don’t care. Just the thought of sitting in my apartment for two weeks is going to drive me 

insane. Unless you had a specific place to send me.” 



“I’ll take the discarded kitty for a few weeks,” Dawn announces, putting an arm around the 

other woman’s shoulders. She winks at Captain Blythe, who blushes and takes a few quick steps 

back. “I have a suite on the thirteenth floor that would be perfect for you. I mean, the room is 

simply to die for. Do we have a deal?” 

“You really want me to stay in your hotel?” Gemma asks, earning an emphatic nod from the 

friendly hotelier. Ignoring the feeling of fingers tickling up her spine, the cop hands over her 

badge and gun. “I’ll be checking in tomorrow morning. Guess you’ll show me just how normal 

and innocent you are.” 

“No, no, no, little kitty. That’s not what this vacation is about. After all, there’s never any 

fun in normal.”



Chapter 2 

The lobby of Heaven’s Nest is brightly lit by flame-shaped lightbulbs set into a series of 

chandeliers. For a brief moment, Gemma forgets why she is at the hotel and takes in the awe-

inspiring landscape. Employees and guests are heading in every direction, the majority going 

through a beaded curtain that resembles a gentle waterfall. Across from the dining area, three 

steps lead to a twenty-four hour bar and lounge that is kept in low light. Tinted windows make it 

difficult to see any details, but the detective can see the silhouette of a piano player and a woman 

sitting on the instrument. The front desk is long and manned by three well-dressed men, each one 

typing at a computer without looking away from whoever they are helping. The sight of an 

outdoor pool is barely visible through the glass doors in the back, but Gemma notices a neon sign 

that points to an indoor swimming area and game parlor. Walking further into the extravagant 

building, she sees stuffed ravens are perched on ledges and their heads move as if following a 

target. Considering their placement and blinking red light in their open mouths, the detective 

assumes they are poorly disguised cameras. 

Stopping at the feet of a huge, golden statue, Gemma stares up at the crying face and feels a 

pang of pity for the inanimate object. Intended to be a welcoming angel, the figure has its wings 

on upside down and one of its hands is missing. Touching the sandaled foot, she is surprised to 

find that the metal gives enough for her to leave a print that steadily disappears. Not wanting to 

waste any more time, Gemma turns to head for the front desk and comes nose to nose with 

Dawn. The hotelier’s appearance is so sudden that the detective screams loud enough to draw 

attention to herself. She glances at her left hand to see that it is where her firearm would 

normally by, so she lets her arm hang limp. Embarrassed and shaken, she does nothing to stop a 

handsome bellhop from taking her things to one of the elevators. Instead of an eye-catching 

dress, the smiling woman is wearing a white shirt and slacks of the purest black that make her 

seem disturbingly mundane. 

“Food or drink?” Dawn asks, her arms spread out to point at the bar and restaurant. She 

snaps her fingers to open the doors to both areas, the smell of food and alcohol mixing to draw 

more people inside. “We also have a coffee shop around that corner, but people aren’t allowed to 

talk to each other there. Only cellphones and passing notes. Now as my special guest and newest 

pet, I will let you choose.” 



“I haven’t eaten yet, so I choose food,” Gemma replies before her stomach rumbles in loud 

agreement. She rubs her belly and is surprised to feel a vibration that reminds her of when a 

cartoon character is hungry. “Thank you for letting me stay here. Although, I do wonder why 

you made this offer. I’ve been a thorn in your side for two years. Is this an attempt to be the 

bigger person?” 

“I’m not concerned with our height or weight,” the brown-haired woman says, leading the 

way to the restaurant. She plucks an orchid from a vase and puts it in her hair, the flower 

shimmering as if covered with dew. “To answer the question you keep dancing around, I’m 

bored and you’re a challenge. Try the melon because we got them fresh this morning. Perfectly 

ripe and they make a delicious noise when you crack them open.” 

Following Dawn into the busy restaurant, Gemma is struck by how the noise remains at a 

tolerable level even with so many people talking. Burgundy curtains are being opened to let in 

the morning sun while two elderly women go about watering the colorful plants that are slowly 

blooming. Circular tables have been spread out among tiered daises that surround the central 

buffet that is steaming with fresh food. Lights are along the edge of the steps to help people 

avoid tripping, but there are several ramps that allow those in wheelchairs and employees with 

carts to move about with ease. A shadowy corner has been roped off, but the orb-shaped light 

bursts to life when the two women take their seats. 

“I didn’t know what you preferred to drink,” Dawn admits as two platters of food are placed 

on the table. Running her finger around the edge of her eye patch, she watches the waiter mix 

two cups of chocolate milk. “I do recommend this because the syrup is expensive. Made from a 

rare something from somewhere. I need to be somewhat brief because there’s a pool meeting that 

I have to attend to. Takes an hour to pick the right business bikini. So, how do you plan on 

stopping me from killing again?” 

“What?” Gemma blurts out, dribbles of milk going down her chin. She hurries to wipe up 

the mess, her eyes never straying from the other woman’s calm mask. “Are you actually 

admitting to murder? Not only what you did, but that you plan on killing again?” 

With a loud crunch, Dawn bites into a slice of melon and refuses to talk until she finishes the 

piece. “It isn’t like you have any evidence and maybe I’ve been drinking. This could be the 

rambling of a wealthy businesswoman who wants attention since her husband is always busy 

with work. Besides, you’re not supposed to be working any more. So that makes this a fun, little 



game between two people with nothing better to do. You can take as much time as you want, but 

it won’t be easy. I can be a very crafty serial killer or an innocent tease.” 

“I’m regretting coming here.” 

“Then leave and feel guilty when somebody else dies.” 

“This is sick.” 

“And yet it’s the only way to stop me or whoever is killing around here.” 

“What about the incidents at other hotels?” 

“If I had the power to kill a man like Carl while being seen elsewhere at the same time then I 

wouldn’t have a problem with that.” 

Gemma jumps when a waiter trips and drops several plates onto the floor, several guests 

applauding the accident. Her eyes scan the room, but she has no idea what she can look for to 

make any sense of the situation. The truth is that she cannot prove Dawn is a murderer and her 

obsession with the woman would make her report reek of desperation. Chewing on a piece of 

bacon, the detective turns her attention back to the hotelier, who is staring at her wrist as if there 

is a watch there. 

“I think I lost my appetite,” Gemma claims while pushing her food away. Her stomach 

complains, the noise briefly sounding like a voice asking to be fed. “Killing people isn’t a game 

or hobby, Ms. Addison. Both of us could get arrested for withholding evidence or whatever this 

mess is going to be. Outside of a Hollywood movie, I have no idea what the precedence for this 

type of thing would be. If you know anything about what’s going on here then you should tell the 

police.” 

“Then we’re lucky I don’t know anything,” Dawn replies with a sigh. Running her fingers 

through her hair, she stops for a minute to massage her scalp. “Well, I made my pitch and now I 

have to go. Your keycard is already in your back pocket and feel free to put whatever you want 

on my tab. Consider yourself a special guest of mine. I’ve been so bored for so long that you 

might be just what the doctor in my head has ordered.” 

“No parting words of advice?” asks the detective, faking a smile to hide her anxiety and 

disgust. She stands to follow her host to the lobby, the brighter lights making her squint and trip 

over a faint rise in the floor. “At least give me a clue about your next victim. I hate being part of 

this game, but you’re right that it might be the only way to stop you. So let’s play fair. You can’t 

just tell me you’re going to kill someone and walk away like nothing happened.” 



“But nothing has happened,” the confused woman states while heading toward an elevator 

that blends into the wall. Pulling a key out of her shirt, she unlocks the private lift and steps into 

the doorway. “Be patient and enjoy yourself. I’m far too busy for the next two days to main 

anyone, much less kill. Not that I have anything planned because I’m an angel. That’s why I live 

in Heaven’s Nest.” 

“I will stop you, Dawn,” Gemma growls, putting her hand in the way of the closing doors. A 

sharp pain in her palm forces her to pull away and examine the shallow cut. “Nobody can get 

away with what you’re doing here. You’ll make a mistake during this sick game and I’m going 

to be right here to catch you.” 

“I hope not because standing in front of my private elevator sounds so boring,” Dawn says, 

stopping the door with a single finger. She hands the detective a handkerchief that smells of 

sweet perfume. “Don’t bleed on the floor because we just had it waxed. Please come to the 

rooftop party tonight. It’s a haunted asylum theme. My husband came up with it and we’ll have 

colorful jackets for everyone. Consider it the first of many new and exhilarating experiences for 

you.” 

“I’ll pass.” 

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

***** 

Gemma sighs as she continues walking around the suite with her cellphone held out in front 

of her. The live video of a blonde-haired man pauses for a second, forcing her to wait until she 

can hear him talking again. A creak of his old chair and thud of his feet landing on a desk tells 

her to continue the tour. From the canopied balcony to the small kitchen, the man voices his 

opinion as if Gemma is trying to sell him an apartment. The only time she shares his surprise is 

when the refrigerator is opened and they find it is fully stocked. Agreeing that the food should 

not be touched, they move through the bedroom that has mirrors on the ceiling and a cylindrical 

fish tank in the corner. Her partner finally whistles for the tour to stop when they enter the 

bathroom and find a large bathtub with built-in waterjets. Gemma can hear him fake a sniffle and 

can easily imagine him wiping a nonexistent tear from his cheek. 

“My bad back would be so happy if I had one of those tubs,” Max declares while he pushes 

his glasses back to the bridge of his nose. Launching a rubber band at the picture of whichever 

politician he is angry at this week, the tired cop can only sigh at his partner’s luck. “I always 



thought administrative leave was a punishment. They take your gun and your badge then tell you 

to stay home until things cool down or you’re kicked to the curb. Way to raise the bar on lucky 

breaks around here, Cooke.” 

“Considering who my benefactor is, I’d gladly trade positions with you,” Gemma replies as 

she goes back to the bedroom. Opening the large closet, she finds her bags have already been 

unpacked and there is a robe with her name stitched on the breast pocket. “This place is creepy 

and the sun is still up. Almost like Ms. Addison had my forced vacation planned for a lot longer 

than anyone realizes. The food in the fridge is all of my favorites. Pretty sure they’re poisoned or 

at least laced with something to make me vulnerable.” 

Not wanting too many people to hear the conversation, Max plugs headphones into his 

computer. “Paranoia has always been your strong suit. Then again, you tend to be right most of 

the time. I hope you realize that we shouldn’t really be talking. While the chief is acting strange 

in regards to you, I don’t want to get in trouble. The best I can do is listen to what you have to 

say about the case and keep my findings to myself. If you happen to guess stuff then I’ll feel 

obligated to agree, but I’d like to be careful. After all, Marcy is still in college and Brett is only a 

year away from that. Money is going to be tight.” 

“I’ll play a few lottery tickets on your behalf since I’m so lucky.” 

“You’re a regular rabbit’s foot, but that never bodes well for the bunny.” 

“Would you rather do this by phone instead of video?” 

“That is easier to hide, so I’ll hang up and head for the roof.” 

“Grab the fake smokes from my desk to give you cover.” 

“Nah, I have my pipe and nobody ever seems to notice that I keep it empty. Give me five 

minutes.” 

The screen goes blank and Gemma puts the phone on her charger to take advantage of the 

break. Going back into the closet, she moves all of her belongings to new locations while 

checking each one for signs of tampering. The thought of a stranger folding her underwear 

makes the detective gather all of them and head for the bathroom. Dropping the clothing into the 

sink, Gemma takes a minute to figure out the stopper and choose a bottle of unscented soap to 

dump on her underthings. Spotting her toiletries on a nearby shelf, she empties the bag into the 

garbage can and empties the worst smelling shampoo she can find in the extensive collection 

supplied to her. The tense woman is filling the basin when her phone goes off, so she races 



across the suite to grab it and return to the bathroom. The sound of a siren hits her ears when she 

answers, the voice of her partner inaudible until the deafening noise has ended. 

“Before you ask, it was an ambulance,” Max says while he pretends to puff on his 

mahogany pipe. The sound of crunching gravel can be heard as he paces from one side of the 

roof to the other. “I went to the morgue and talked to Sammy. The severed fingers we found in 

the filter threw her off because they were removed cleanly. We couldn’t find any blood in the 

room either, so nobody can figure out what happened there. If his hand hit the pavement like his 

head did then it would look differently and not be in the filter. Sorry I don’t have better news for 

you.” 

“Don’t worry because Ms. Addison doesn’t seem the type to make this easy,” Gemma 

replies while she wrings out her clothes. She hears her partner stop moving, the only sound an 

urgent lip-smacking on his pipe. “Not sure how to explain this since I barely understand it 

myself. My host told me that she is going to kill again. I think she’s bored and had me sent here 

as some kind of rival. Probably watches too many movies and TV shows.” 

Max coughs and spits, a sign that he is waiting for someone to finish a quick smoke break 

and leave the roof. “I don’t know what to say. Makes sense that you can’t wrap your head around 

that because it’s insane. Seeing the outfit she wore to the interrogation made me think she was 

eccentric, but we’re talking full on loopy. Also means we might be seeing a lot more corpses 

coming into the morgue. My younger self always dreamed of cracking a serial killer case. The 

old me wishes he was somewhere else. I don’t like it when things get messy. How do you want 

to play this, Cooke?” 

“You do your job while I play the game,” the young woman replies, putting her partner on 

speakerphone. She hangs her underwear on a laundry line that she finds behind a removable tile, 

the cord running over the bathtub. “If this is going to be fair then she can’t strike again without 

giving me a clue. Once I have that, I’ll watch her targets and bring Ms. Addison in before she 

strikes. Unless she uses poison, but I’m putting all emergency numbers on speed dial. Not going 

to let this maniac win.” 

“Don’t treat this like a game because people are in danger.” 

“I’m taking this very seriously.” 

“Hard to tell with how you’re talking.” 

“Go back to your desk and I’ll give you another call.” 



“Kind of pushy for a vacationer.” 

“Please go back to your desk, Boros?” 

“It would be my pleasure.” 

Setting a five minute timer on her phone, Gemma heads for the kitchen and searches for the 

garbage can. She is happy to find it along with latex gloves that she puts on even though they are 

a size too small for her hands. Dragging the can to the refrigerator, she goes about emptying all 

of the food that smells good enough for her to sniff at a few of them. Discovering smiling 

unicorn stickers on the underside of a tinfoil covered dish, she quickens her pace until the bag is 

full. With thirty seconds to spare, Gemma brings the entire can out to the hallway and hits a 

button that she assumes will contact room service. Taking off her gloves, she jumps when her 

phone unexpectedly rings with a tone that she does not recognize. Seeing that it is only Max, the 

tense detective answers and takes a seat on a soft lounge chair. 

“I know you said to wait, but I need to get home. Did a late shift to clear my schedule for 

your mess,” her partner says with a yawn. He tries talking before he is done, but none of his 

words are understandable. “To be honest, I’m not much help until something happens on your 

end. Is there anything you could use in the meantime? Preferably something that would require I 

visit your suite and test that bathtub.” 

“That’s actually why I called you,” Gemma admits while making herself comfortable. She 

touches a button on the arm and watches the wall open to reveal a huge television. “I need to 

know what I’m up against. As much as I was going after Dawn Addison, I never looked further 

into her than when she first arrived in the city. Maybe there are clues in her past that will help me 

out here.” 

“That sounds like a reason to visit.” 

“I can’t have any paperwork on her in my room, Boros.” 

“What about a thumb drive?” 

“Nothing that she can find.” 

Silence fills the other side of the phone, ending with a sigh of resignation. “I’ll see what I 

can find, but know that you owe me a spa appointment. Give me a day or two since I’m sure a 

lawyer will get involved. Maybe I’m the one being punishment here and you’re getting rewarded 

for being a pain in the chief’s ass.” 

“Get some sleep, old man.” 



“Have some fun, slightly younger woman.” 

Placing her phone on the table, Gemma tries to forget that she is contending with a potential 

murderer. Unable to push the thoughts from her mind, she paces around the apartment until a 

rapid knocking startles her. Taking a wine bottle out of a cabinet, the detective tiptoes toward the 

door and looks through the hole to see an empty hallway. Putting her expensive weapon on the 

floor, Gemma takes a peek outside to find a purple and yellow straightjacket with her name 

bedazzled on the back. Rolling her eyes, she leaves the gaudy clothing alone and decides to take 

a restless nap. As an afterthought, she moves a chair to the door and wedges it beneath the handle 

to prevent anyone from getting inside. 

***** 

With the sounds of celebration ebbing from the rooftop, Gemma relaxes in the pool and tries 

to spot stars in the cloudy sky. She is surprised that the sounds of the city are so distant and only 

the banging of a truck over a pothole manages to jolt her out of a gentle trance. A bubbling 

fountain shaped like a nest helps to make her drowsy as she floats from one end of the pool to the 

other. The heated water relaxes her muscles after a day of wandering the hotel and talking to 

employees about their boss. Nobody has said anything other than praise and compliments, one 

passionate chef going so far as to call Dawn his muse. Wanting to forget the disturbing barrage 

of loyalty, Gemma can think of nothing better than to take advantage of the pool being relatively 

empty. Only two other people are outside, one of them asleep on a lounge chair and the other 

preparing to go back inside. By the time the detective finishes another lazy lap, she finds herself 

alone in the water and she grips the side to remain in the shallow end. The thought of falling 

asleep and drowning helps throw off some of the blossoming lethargy that is caused by the 

serene surroundings. 

The fluttering of wings draws Gemma’s attention to the fence where a large raven can be 

seen in the shadows. The bird’s ebony feathers shimmering even in the dim light that abruptly 

flickers. Hopping to the ground, the animal wanders around the lounge chairs in search of fallen 

food. It stops at the sleeping guest and pecks at the man’s foot, getting no reaction beyond a 

muttered complaint. More crimson-eyed ravens appear around the pool, each one silently staring 

at the first arrival. With a loud caw from their leader, the flock divides into groups of two to hunt 

for easy meals. It is not until Gemma moves that they stop and turn toward her, the animals 

showing more curiosity than fear. 



“I must have fallen asleep,” the nervous woman whispers as she sinks up to her chin. She 

pinches her arm and winces at the pain, but the birds remain. “Maybe a very deep dream. I saw 

those fake ravens in the lobby, which is where all of you came from. Come on, Gemma. Wake 

up and avoid drowning.” 

With a chorus of human-like shrieks, the flock takes to the air and flies around the pool in a 

brief frenzy. The banging of a window causes most of the ravens to leave the area, only the 

leader and two others remaining behind. They return to the sleeping man, all three pecking at his 

body and drawing blood from his exposed skin. He rolls over and the birds jump onto his chest 

where they continue their casual attack. When their victim waves at them, the ravens hop down 

to his legs and greedily eat his toes. 

Gemma looks for something to throw at the birds, but freezes when she looks up to see the 

flock is returning. The thick mass of feathers and beaks descends on the man, covering his entire 

body. Not a sound is made as he is devoured and the ravens carry off the remains to finish on a 

distant rooftop. A strong wind out of the sky to remove the fallen feathers and the guest’s broken 

sandals. The gale is strong enough to bring a chill to the detective’s body and she swears a layer 

of frost is forming over the deep end of the pool. 

“Definitely dreaming,” Gemma mutters as she feels warmth flow through the pool again. A 

small plop makes her float toward the stairs, the sound repeating closer. “Maybe I was poisoned 

when I touched my clothes. Some kind of contact hallucinogen. Yeah, that would give me some 

vivid dreams or make me see stuff if I’m awake.” 

The water in front of her moves as if a creature swam by and broke the surface for an 

instant. As the lights on the bottom of the pool go out, Gemma sees the motion continue toward 

the opposite wall. The parting waves stop and the gurgling of bubbles causes her to hurry, the 

water making it impossible to run. She pauses when the mysterious creature returns and turns 

back only an inch from the young woman. The feel of rough skin touches her right leg, making 

her think of a shark. As if to feed the ridiculous idea, the nearest light turns on long enough for 

Gemma to see that she is bleeding from tiny cuts. Whatever is in the pool with her moves faster 

than before and is nearly on the detective when she rolls herself onto solid ground. The concrete 

shudders when something large bangs into the side and another collection of foamy bubbles 

reaches the surface. 



“Are you okay, lady?” a young man asks as he approaches with a towel. He helps Gemma 

sit up and examines her leg as the lights come back on. “Really sorry about that. I didn’t see you 

in there and I put the cleaning machine into the water. Looks like one of the rough brushes got 

you, but it’s already stopped bleeding.” 

“A machine,” Gemma repeats while getting to her feet. Staring into the water, she can see 

the distorted imagine of a pool cleaner moving in the deep end. “I’m awake? That doesn’t 

explain the ravens and the man they ate.” 

“Think you’ve had too much to drank, ma’am,” the patient employee says, pointing at the 

slumbering man. The distant figure rolls over and flexes his toes, the motion almost mocking the 

confused cop. “Mr. Silver always passes out by the pool when he visits. He’ll wake up and go 

back inside soon. We don’t get ravens here, but there are pigeons that come for scraps and sleep 

in the bushes.” 

“I should get back to my room.” 

“Do you need any help?” 

“Just a towel please.” 

“Here you go, ma’am. Have a nice night.” 

Still shaken by the vivid dreams, Gemma can only nod while she wraps herself in the soft 

towel. Grabbing her sandals and small bag from nearby, she stops and waits for the employee to 

go back inside. Shifting her left foot, the red-haired woman is sure that something is inside and 

sits to remove the shoe. Her mouth goes dry when she holds up an ebony feather that is too big to 

belong to a pigeon.



Chapter 3 

Bridget covers her eyes as the glistening dancer removes his pants and gyrates for her maid 

of honor. Never being interested in parties, she knew her bachelorette party would reach a level 

of discomfort. The only thing keeping her calm is the nearly constant refilling of her champagne 

glass and a bowl of cherries. Her toilet paper veil has been discarded with a few pieces stuck in 

her long, curly hair. Jackets, shoes, empty bottles, and phallic-shaped favors are scattered about 

the suite, which she worries will need to be repaired after they are done. With her friends focused 

on the predictable entertainment, Bridget slips out of her chair and tries to sneak into the nearby 

bathroom. She has her hand on the doorknob when she is pounced on from behind, the clumsy 

hands squeezing her chest to get an angry squeak. 

“I hate it when you’re plastered, Rhonda,” the bride-to-be complains while freeing herself 

from the other woman. Turning around, she can see a wicked grin on her childhood friend’s face 

and fears the antics have only begun. “Don’t do stuff like that. We aren’t goofy teenagers 

anymore and I’m getting married tomorrow. I agreed to this party, but don’t make me do stuff 

that I don’t want to.” 

“But that’s the point of these things,” the raven-haired bridesmaid declares, cornering her 

friend against the wall. She plants a little kiss on the sweaty woman’s neck before finishing the 

tequila shot in her hand. “You were a lot more fun before you got engaged. A grope like that 

wouldn’t have phased you back in high school. I told you that stuffy college would kill the party 

girl. Now you’re marrying some lawyer. Hope he’s good in the sack.” 

“Sorry if what I am now angers you, but we all have to grow up at some point,” the bride 

argues, sliding toward the bathroom. With her hand on the handle, she clicks her tongue and 

faces Rhonda. “I’ll have you know that my sex life is fine. Better than it’s been in years because 

we love each other. You’d understand that if you didn’t have more alcohol than blood in your 

body.” 

“Is he better than me?” 

“Don’t start that, Ronnie.” 

“Keep in mind that I’m the only one here who tied a cherry stem with her tongue.” 

“Let’s not do this tonight.” 

“But it’s the only one we have left.” 

“Start drinking water, Ronnie.” 



Bridget ignores the angry scowl while she goes into the bathroom and locks the door behind 

her. She takes a seat on the edge of the bathtub, but quickly slides down to the floor where she 

stretches out her legs. The tension flows from her body while a pang of guilt stabs at her chest, 

the feeling causing a few tears. Pulling out her phone, the exhausted bride considers calling her 

fiancée and asking if it would be wrong to cut Rhonda from the bridal party. Bridget knows he 

does not like her old friend, but accepted that including her was a promise made long ago when 

they were closer. She is fairly certain it is because she told him that they were once more than 

friends, her attempts to ease his suspicions failing due to Rhonda’s love of messing with the 

easily flustered man. It takes several minutes for her to make a note to talk to her friend when 

they are sober and turn the phone off. 

Getting to her feet, Bridget prepares to return to her party and try to enjoy herself. The 

festivities are tame compared to a few of the parties she snuck into at seventeen, which makes 

her feel old and boring. For a brief moment, she wonders if Rhonda is right and she is rushing 

into adulthood before enjoying her younger days. Spotting her reflection, she can see that her 

makeup is smeared and picks out the toilet paper from her hair. Cleaning her face, the bride 

listens to the music change and another chorus of cheers from her friends. As Bridget reaches out 

to unlock the door, a strangled scream erupts from the party and the other voices become filled 

with fear. 

“You tore it off!” 

“I’m calling the cops.” 

“Grab something to stop him from bleeding to death.” 

“Hey, get off m-” 

The last voice is cut off by the sound of something heavy crashing to the floor and a strange 

crackling noise. There is a high-pitched scream before glass shatters and the woman seems to 

fade away. Heavy furniture can be heard getting thrown around the room, a blood-covered chair 

leg piercing the bathroom door. Bridget backs towards the bathtub and fumbles for her phone, 

which falls into the toilet that she did not know was open. She scrambles to retrieve it, but the 

device is sucked into the pipes where it remains lodged out of reach. Trapped and confused, she 

can only listen to the massacre going on outside. Bridget cannot identify most of the noises 

beyond the smashing of blunt objects. With a gurgling scream that she believes is from the 

stripper, the carnage ends and an eerie ringing consumes the suite. 



The clink of glass on glass tells Bridget that there is still someone outside, so she crawls 

toward the door. She cups her hands and listens to the survivor take a shot, giggle, and kick an 

object into the wall. The shattering of a thrown bottle makes the bride squeak in fear, the noise 

answered by a friendly whistle. A gentle knock makes her back away from the entrance while a 

slender shadow looms out from under the door. She watches the chair leg wiggle as it is pulled 

out of the wood and cast aside by someone standing out of sight. 

“I didn’t appreciate that getting put in my face,” Rhonda casually states, sticking two of her 

fingers in the splintery hole. She playfully beckons for her friend to get closer while scratching at 

the door. “You know, I’ve been patient all night, Bridget. Thought I made my desires very clear 

and you kept foisting me away. I know you don’t like me because I’m part of your dirty, little 

past. Wouldn’t be proper for a woman like you to be associated with someone like me. Guess 

making me a bridesmaid was a way to rub it in my face that you’re going away.” 

“I asked you to be one because we’re friends,” Bridget replies, hugging her knees to her 

chest. She wipes at the tears that stream from her face and looks for anything she can use as a 

weapon. “It wasn’t my intention to hurt you. We were still going to be friends whether my 

husband likes you or not.” 

“He doesn’t like me!?” shouts the crazed woman, slamming a fist against the door. She 

walks away for a moment before coming back to put her eye against the hole. “He’s scared I’ll 

steal you away. That’s why you don’t want to have a final fling. If he found out then your 

precious marriage would be over. Then again, maybe you know he’s right and you’d leave him 

for me in a heartbeat.” 

“I love my fiancée!” 

“As much as you love me?” 

“More so. Leave me alone, Rhonda.” 

“Nope.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

Snapping the lock with a twist to the handle, Rhonda pushes her way into the bathroom and 

licks her lips. “Just like old times, Bri, I want to eat you all up.” 

***** 

Gemma comes out of the stairwell and gasps for breath, the elevators already having opened 

to let all of the gurneys out. Police are struggling to keep the crowd organized while those in 



charge set up quieter interviewing areas in the bar and restaurant. Whispers about the massacre 

are flowing through the hotel while people look for any reporters that might give them a few 

minutes of fame. Many take pictures of the parade of body bags that are heading for a small 

group of ambulances outside, the images appearing on their social media sites within seconds. A 

black-haired woman comes out last, the muttering figure strapped to a wheelchair. Dried blood 

covers her entire face, which stares ahead without blinking even when camera flashes go off a 

nearby. Those in the front row try to back away when she is brought too close to a gurney and 

begins to violently gag in an attempt to vomit. Her feet hit the floor and she fights against the 

EMT’s pushing, her eyes widening with horror even when she pukes. It takes the help of two of 

the more muscular cops to lift the wheelchair and carry the woman away. 

Spotting Dawn near the entrance to the pool, Gemma tries to make her way through the 

crowd. She attempts to sneak around people and come at the other woman from the side of her 

eye patch. The erratic movements of the excited gawkers makes it impossible to control her 

approach, her requests for space going unanswered. Gemma comes out of the crowd a few feet in 

front of Dawn, the hotelier waving happily to her hand-picked adversary. Sipping at an iced latte, 

the brown-haired woman offers a matching drink to the detective and leans against a small palm 

tree growing out of a large pot. 

“What is the point of playing a game when you don’t give me a chance to win?” Gemma 

asks in a low voice. Sniffing at the coffee, she risks a sip and begrudgingly enjoys the delicious 

taste. “I haven’t even been here a day and you pull off a massacre. Not a clue or a hint to direct 

me toward the bachelorette party. Was it the jacket you sent me? Maybe I had to go to your party 

to learn about your targets? Give me one reason why I shouldn’t drag you by your nose to the 

nearest empty jail cell.” 

“For one thing, I haven’t finished my coffee yet,” Dawn replies before draining the cup. She 

throws the container into a nearby bin and pulls a second drink out from behind her back. “Need 

at least ten cups to be perky. Not talking about my personality since that’s always a beautiful ray 

of moonshine. By the way, I had no hand in this gorgeous mess. Everyone saw me at the party 

and I haven’t gone to bed yet. Didn’t see a reason since my husband is away. Give me some 

credit about playing fair. Unicorns only come to those who are honest and pure.” 

“I thought you lost your unicorn,” the detective mutters, hoping to get under the woman’s 

skin. Feeling a small pinch at the base of her skull, she rubs the area and is surprised to find some 



blood on her fingers. “Must have cut myself while getting out of the pool. So, you have an alibi 

and no motive. Who do you think did this?” 

Grinding her toes against the floor and putting her arms behind her back, Dawn pretends to 

act shy. “I have an alibi, but I do have a motive. The bride’s betrothed is a lawyer who is trying 

to sue me for ten million. He claims I did something illegal to put Heaven’s Nest up here and 

there are witnesses. Keeps saying that he knows where my bodies are buried, which I know is a 

lie. Even I don’t remember where all of those are, except for a puppy that I had to put down. The 

lawsuit could bankrupt me and put the hotel out of business. At the very least, I’d have to move 

away and start again. I don’t like doing that unless I want to and this city is too much fun. Still, I 

wouldn’t go after her. She’s an innocent babe with nothing that would gain my attention. Easy 

prey if you will.” 

“So your husband could have done it.” 

“Yes, but he was busy elsewhere.” 

“Are you covering for someone?” 

“One of my hostesses called in sick, so I’ll be helping out today.” 

“That’s not what I-” 

“Awww, he’s so sweet.” 

Gemma follows Dawn’s pointing and watches the police drag one of the chefs out of the 

restaurant. The man has a bleeding bump on his head, which matches the broken nose of the cop 

shoving him ahead. Several reporters are getting in the way to ask questions and take pictures, 

the mob pushing in enough to pause the arrest. When he sees an opening, the chef tries to escape 

the officer and nearly disappears into the crowd. He is tripped by a piece of luggage left in the 

middle of the lobby and slams face first into the angel statue. Before he can climb back to his 

feet, three policemen pounce on the man while more shout for everyone to clear a path to the 

exit. 

“I did it for you, Ms. Addison!” the chef screams when he sees Dawn. Biting one of the cops 

in the face, he makes another escape attempt before he is tasered. “Nobody threatens my muse! I 

would kill and die for her. I accept my fate with pride!” 

“I remember talking to him and he was obsessed with you,” Gemma says before she takes 

another sip of coffee. She sees Max among the interviewing detectives, her partner showing no 

signs of having noticed her. “Given what you just told me, I assume he wanted to protect you and 



the hotel. Even so, this is only two days after Carl Anders jumped to his death. You can’t deny 

that something is suspicious in your hotel.” 

“Probably the shrimp in the buffet, so I’ll have the cook make a fresh batch,” Dawn replies 

as she munches on a cookie. Dialing the chef’s number, she curses when the call goes directly to 

voicemail. “That’s strange. He always picks up right away. Guess I’ll have to fire him and get 

somebody new. Very rare that I have to replace an employee. We have a low turnover rate 

around here. Too bad the same can’t be said for the guests. You really should find the person 

who keeps killing my customers.” 

“You claimed it was you,” the detective hisses through clenched teeth. Throwing the rest of 

her coffee into the garbage, she rubs her eyes and tries to stave off the start of a headache. “I’m 

tired of your nonsense, Ms. Addison. Not even sure why I’m staying here because my curiosity 

and patience are running out. Tell me what’s going on here or I’m going back to work and 

investigating every piece of your life.” 

“I’m very sorry, kitty,” the hotelier says, turning her eye patch until it is back in its original 

position. With a high-pitched whistle, Dawn gets her employees to draw away those who are of 

no interest the cops. “I am young and old. My kingdom made from circles, squares, and 

triangles. Many blindly praise me when I create smiles. Others despise me when I forge tears. 

That’s the riddle to my next victim. Good luck, kitty, and I will give you a few days to figure it 

out. Wouldn’t be fair to give you something so complicated and make my move an hour later. 

Besides, I need to hire a new chef since the old one will never be coming back. Shame because I 

loved these mini-pizzas he made.” 

“Maybe he can make you some when you’re both in jail,” Gemma taunts with an empty 

smile. The way Dawn shakes her head makes the detective suspicious, her hand falling to where 

her gun would normally be. “What do you know that I don’t?” 

“I don’t like people taking my toys away.” 

A loud crash and several screams erupt from outside, causing Gemma to sprint across the 

lobby. Elbowing her way through the crowd, she comes to a stop in the doorway and covers her 

mouth to hide her gagging. A police car sits in front of the hotel with a flagpole piercing the roof 

and driving all the way to the pavement. Visible through the broken windows, the chef remains 

sitting with the metal rod impaling his entire body. Those with a clear view of the body are 

stunned by the wide smile plastered on his lifeless face.



Chapter 4 

“We’re doing interviews throughout the building, ma’am. Do you have a few minutes to 

answers questions?” Max asks as he enters Gemma’s room. He stops at the sight of the large 

television in the wall, the channel listing making him temporarily forget why he is there. “I need 

to start harassing rich suspects like you. Please tell me there isn’t a massaging chair in here or I’ll 

genuinely hate you, Cooke.” 

“I was attacked by a pool cleaner last night. Still want to trade?” Gemma asks while she 

makes sure nobody saw her partner enter. Locking the door behind her, she tosses a towel to the 

man and nods her head toward his satchel. “Consider that a souvenir. What can you tell me about 

the massacre?” 

Max pulls a bug detector out of his bag and moves about the suite, the device making clicks 

and beeps. He stops to shake the machine and work one of the dials, which makes Gemma think 

he never read the instructions. The cautious man takes his time scanning what movies have told 

him are the usual hiding places. Making his way into the bathroom, he takes a second to stare 

forlornly at the bathtub and rub his lower back. Max turns back to the doorway and jumps when 

he finds Gemma standing right behind him. The red-haired woman claims the bug detector and 

places it on a nearby shelf before guiding her fellow police officer to a recliner that is so 

comfortable that he nearly falls asleep. 

“The whole thing is disturbing, so expect the media to run wild with catchy headlines and 

conjectures,” Max explains while he puts his feet up. He waits for Gemma to return with glasses 

of ice water and take a seat on the couch. “Before he got kabobbed, the chef admitted to lacing 

the bachelorette party’s drinks and food with a hallucinogen. The lab will need a few days to 

analyze the evidence. He wanted to make the bride’s husband-to-be back off on that lawsuit. I 

don’t know if he expected that one bridesmaid to go, for lack of a better term, feral. She did 

some horrible things to the stripper and the other girls. Worst was how she killed the woman, 

which I’m telling you only to share the horror. She literally ate her. Didn’t get very far with the 

bones, but she devoured the flesh and organs. Made room by occasionally vomiting into the 

bathtub before going back to work. By the time we arrived, she was in a trance and muttering 

about voices.” 

“Sorry if this sounds cold, but I’m glad I’m not on that case,” Gemma replies, shuddering at 

the vague visual in her head. Eyes falling on the refrigerator, the detective decides to find trash 



bags to get rid of the remaining food. “Ms. Addison has an alibi on this one. If she convinced the 

chef to do it then there’s no way to prove it. He would have done it for free and she’s not stupid 

enough to leave a trail. The flagpole was creepy.” 

“I was there and I still don’t know how it happened.” 

“Overheard people saying a person on the roof knocked over a flower pot that broke off the 

flagpole.” 

“Then where is the flower pot?” 

“Impaled on the other end of the flagpole.” 

“Well then I should get to business since that sets the mood.” 

Pulling a folder out of his satchel, Max holds the file to his chest and taps his fingers while 

he thinks. Taking a peek at the pictures, he shivers and takes a long sip of water that includes an 

ice chip that he crunches. He eventually offers the folder to Gemma, but keeps a tight grip on it 

when she tries to take it. A brief struggle goes on until Max lets go and adjusts his chair to allow 

him to lean forward. Clearing his throat, he pulls out his cellphone to send a message to one of 

the other detectives about running late. The response he gets is a smiley face that he cannot 

decipher, so he accepts it as understanding. If he returns to the precinct and gets yelled at then he 

can always feign ignorance. 

“That’s what I found on Dawn Addison during the first few hours of my search. I would 

have gotten more, but I had to come here for obvious reasons,” Max explains, running a hand 

through his hair. Watching his partner’s face, he is not surprised to see her eyes widen slightly. “I 

couldn’t find anything older than seven years ago. Three of those were spent at an asylum called 

Raven’s Hold. The place was on an island off the western coast and designed for tough 

psychological cases. Very little information about it or this Dr. Rutherford who died in the fire 

that destroyed the place. Only reason I know Dawn Addison came from there is because of an 

old photograph I found online. Printed it out before the site crashed, which adds to the 

creepiness.” 

“Thanks for this. I could see her setting fire to this place, but it doesn’t explain where she 

got the money to start a hotel,” Gemma says as she looks through the pictures. Stopping on a 

deed, she reads it over twice before holding it out to her partner. “Going by all of this, Ms. 

Addison disappeared for one year after Raven’s Hold burned down. Then she bought a property 

in Las Vegas and turned it into a profitable casino. I see there were several disappearances, but 



no murders during that time. Mob ties were hinted at since those who went missing all ran up a 

really high gambling debt.” 

“One of the last pages disproves that since the last month saw a lot of local criminals vanish 

after entering the place,” Max points out while he gets another glass of ice water. Checking his 

phone, he can see a text message waiting for a response and frowns at how he muted the device 

again. “The chief wants me to head for the morgue once they look at the bodies. Probably all I 

can do on this case unless the survivor recovers.” 

 “The casino collapsed into the ground a week before Heaven’s Nest opened here,” Gemma 

states, the detective not hearing what her partner has said. Hearing a snort of derision, she closes 

the folder and hands it back. “If I keep that here then Ms. Addison can find it. She might expect 

me to be looking into her past, but I’d rather she not know how far I went. Strange events follow 

her, which means she’s either the cause or the real target. My money is on the first option since it 

makes no sense to harass a person with such theatrics for so many years. Do you think you can 

search further into her history?” 

With a chuckle, the man pushes his glasses back up and makes his way to the door. “I knew 

you would ask that, so I have some feelers out. This woman is nearly a ghost if you peek behind 

the curtain. Still, she had to come from somewhere. Keep yourself out of trouble because this 

may take a few days. Paperwork takes time even when it isn’t for something so elusive, which 

defines Ms. Addison perfectly.” 

“You seem impressed with her.” 

“More terrified considering the death, destruction, and disappearances in her wake.” 

“In that case, stay safe, old man.” 

“You too, slightly younger woman.” 

***** 

Waiting outside the morgue, Max meticulously cleans his glasses even though they are 

spotless. He glances at the crying families that surround him, all of them having arrived to 

identify the deceased. The sight of a confused boy asking when his mother will come home 

nearly causes the detective to leave. Max feels sick when he imagines his own children standing 

here, both of them old enough to understand the situation. He takes some comfort from being 

ignored even though his badge is visible and he has been identified as one of the investigating 

officers. 



The boy’s sudden crying snaps the blonde-haired man out of his thoughts and he watches the 

father struggle to calm the child. Pulling a dollar out of his pocket, Max goes to a nearby vending 

machine and gets a chocolate bar. He is not sure if this is the right thing to do, but the urge to 

bring even a faint smile to the child’s face is too strong to resist. Kneeling next to the other man, 

he hands out the candy to the boy and points at his badge to make sure they know he is one of the 

good guys. Cleaning his nose on his sleeve, the kid accepts the snack and walks into his father’s 

hug to quietly eat the soft chocolate. 

“Take good care of him,” Max whispers, patting the boy on the head. 

“That was sweet,” a young woman in scrubs says as she approaches the officer. Her dark 

skin is covered in sweat from working all morning and recovering by chugging coffee that is still 

a tad too hot. “If you could wait inside, Mr. Boros, I want to finish talking with the families. I 

shouldn’t be long. Stay near my desk and don’t touch anything. The place might look like a 

mess, but that’s only because it’s been a rough morning. Last thing I need is to get chewed out 

for a misplaced file.” 

“I’ve been there before, Sammy,” the detective states before heading into the morgue. He 

stops the door from closing entirely and turns back to the mortician. “I know you said stay by the 

desk, but I might walk around with my hands in my pockets. No reason other than to get an idea 

of what I’m dealing with.” 

Max takes the rolling eyes as an agreement and makes a show of hiding his hands, the teeth 

of a key scratching one of his knuckles. Leaving Sammy in the hallway, he walks among the 

empty tables that show signs of recently being cleaned. Only one of the bodies has been left out 

of the refrigerator, but it is placed in a corner and hidden with a sheet to avoid upsetting any of 

the visitors. Judging from the silhouette’s size and structure, Max can see that it is the male 

stripper. He gets closer and examines the corpse as best he can without touching anything, his 

eyes picking out strange dips in the covering. The chest seems oddly shaped and he moves to see 

if he can get a better angle in the dim light. 

“I can’t even think of a good analogy for this weirdness,” Sammy claims, causing the 

detective to job. She waits for the panting man to calm down before turning the sheet back 

enough to reveal the body’s head. “Not a good idea to show you what’s below the neck. This guy 

definitely got the worst of it outside of the bride. Everyone else was killed with a single injury 

like a TV crushing the head or thrown off the balcony. Still, those are somewhat believable 



compared to what’s here. The penis was torn off and that appears to have been done with relative 

easy. At least judging by the trauma to the skin because there isn’t any sign of twisting. Just a 

straight yank off. Though he was killed by a stomp to his chest.” 

“What’s so weird about that?” Max asks as the mortician pulls back the sheet. He nearly 

vomits at the sight of the collapsed and exploded torso, the grotesque sight making him wonder 

if this body is even real. “You’re telling me that the small, slight bridesmaid with a taste for 

human flesh stomped on this guy’s chest. Not only that, but with enough force to smash 

everything and balloon the remains out to the sides. It’s like his body is made out of clay and got 

stuck that way. Rigor mortis did this?” 

“Cute how you could even think that.” 

“I don’t think I have it in me to see the rest.” 

“That’s why I’m on my fifth coffee this morning.” 

“Any consistency or was this a violent rampage?” 

“Follow me for more weirdness.” 

Sammy leads the way to her desk and grabs a pile of folders, the notebooks underneath 

slumping onto the computer keyboard. She takes a moment to move some stuff around before 

bringing the case files to a clean table. Laying them out in alphabetical order, she opens each one 

to a picture of the deceased’s head. Most of them are nothing more than gory photos of splattered 

bones and brains. A few are scans of intact skulls, the black and white images catching Max’s 

attention more than the graphic pictures. Picking up one by the corner, he does his best to make 

sense of what he is looking at. The mortician carefully takes the evidence away and puts it back, 

making sure it is in perfect alignment with the other documents. 

“The majority of deaths have resulted in the heads being pulverized. Even in some cases 

where the damage shouldn’t be that severe,” Sammy explains while using a laser pointer to 

highlight the pictures. Moving the beam to one of the scans, she has it make a tight circle in the 

center. “A few were left relatively intact. I brought someone in to check the insides after finding 

a lot of blood in their noses. Can’t be sure with the heavily damaged brains, but the others are all 

missing their thalamus. I would say there were removed and I’m talking surgically. No idea how 

since there are no incisors on the head or rest of the brain.” 

“Maybe the person went through the nose like Egyptians did during mummification,” Max 

suggests as he returns to the dead man. Leaning over the body, he uses a small flashlight to look 



up the nostrils. “I can see some blood. If I remember some college anatomy lessons, the thalamus 

is right in the middle of the brain. How can you get at that without leaving marks or even pull it 

through a nostril?” 

“Not possible without leaving signs of trauma behind,” the mortician answers after she puts 

the folders away. Opening a freezer drawer, she pulls the slab out to show a body that appears to 

end at the neck. “This young woman was tossed through a window and over the balcony. Much 

like Carl Anders, she landed head first. If this is a serial killer like Gemma thinks then I would 

say he or she is taking the thalamus as a trophy. With a destroyed skull, we would never have 

noticed.” 

“The chef had nothing to do with Mr. Anders,” the detective points out before snapping his 

fingers. Searching his pockets for a notebook, he flips through the pages only to curse and toss it 

onto a table. “I was right since the chef who laced the bachelorette party’s food and drink wasn’t 

working the night Mr. Anders died. What if there are multiple killers in the hotel and they’re 

following orders? A place like Heaven’s Nest would be a perfect place to attract victims. Then 

again, that doesn’t explain the trophy taking.” 

Sammy shrugs and puts the body back in the refrigerator, the short-haired woman yawning 

as her latest caffeine rush wears off. “Don’t know what to tell you, Mr. Boros. My job is to clean 

and examine the bodies. So far, I couldn’t even begin to explain most of what I’m seeing on 

these Heaven’s Nest cases. All I can tell you is that something is weird there. Probably only 

going to get worse since Gemma is intent on poking around. For her sake, I hope it’s a single 

killer and not a group because one enemy is easier to escape than an army. Need me to make any 

reports and copy them for her?” 

“I’ll hold onto the reports since Cooke doesn’t want any evidence to be in her room,” Max 

replies, only partially paying attention. He reclaims his notes and thumbs through them, ignoring 

the doodles done while he was on the phone. “Some cases are easy and others are a nightmare. I 

think this one is going to be in a whole new category. Good point on things getting worse, so we 

both should stock up on coffee.” 

“Already put in a request form to the chief.” 

With a chuckle, Max takes a final look at the corpse and leaves the morgue. He goes to the 

vending machine for a snack, but the power goes out as soon as his last dollar is eaten. The lights 

come back on a few seconds later and half of the candy falls into the slot. Backing away from the 



machine, Max heads down the hallway and spins around at the sound of movement. For a brief 

moment, he swears a raven is standing in front of the stairwell door. The creature is gone as soon 

as the detective blinks, but he still has the unnerving sense that he is being watched.



Chapter 5 

Gemma taps at the edge of her plate, which is devoid of the fried calamari that she put on 

Dawn’s tab. Several glasses are on the table, half of them having contained water while the rest 

held a mixed drink randomly chosen from the menu. She can see the hotelier standing behind the 

front desk in an old-fashioned bellhop outfit that is one size too small. The friendly woman does 

not appear to be doing anything more than greet guests and whisper into the ears of her smiling 

employees. Even from so far away, the detective gets the sense that her target is aware of her 

presence. The sensation sends a chill up her spine, so she orders another drink to take the edge 

off her nerves. With Dawn having no consistent schedule, most of the Gemma’s notes are 

useless. Copying what she can still use to a fresh sheet of paper, she tears up the rest and leaves 

them as a pile on the table. 

Leaving a decent tip and taking her drink, the red-haired woman decides to give up on her 

stakeout. She considers going to the pool, but there are no empty lounge chairs and she is too 

worn out to bother getting her swimsuit. Gemma decides to visit the game room downstairs, 

which forces her to abandon the margarita at the door. The bright lights and loud noises give her 

a slight headache, so she rests near a water fountain until the alcohol’s effect is over. Two of the 

older kids watch the recovering detective, the pair whispering and giggling about the woman’s 

appearance. Fishing some bills out of her pocket, Gemma grabs a paper cup and gets enough 

tokens to claim one of the shooting games. The laughing teenagers are silenced when she takes 

out the first wave of enemies without missing or taking a hit. 

“Care for a second player?” a black-haired man asks as he approaches the machine. He rolls 

up the sleeves of his dress shirt and places his own cup of tokens on the console. “I beat the first 

three installments of this series, but I haven’t gotten to the fourth. So, do you use a gun in your 

real job?” 

“Yes, but I’ve played this game before. Memorized most of the enemy locations for the first 

level,” Gemma replies before cursing at taking a hit. Giving the stranger a sideways glance, the 

detective senses that he is going to hit on her. “Normally, I’d guess about your job and reason for 

approaching me. This has been a long day, so I would prefer you be honest and upfront. The 

alternative is that I do nothing to stop the bad guys from killing you.” 

“That sounds like flirting to me,” the handsome man replies with a grin. Joining the game in 

time to fight the first boss, he teasingly shoots whatever target Gemma aims for. “As you can 



see, I can handle myself. Still, you are right that life is too short for games that don’t involve 

tokens and controllers. My name is Roy Caro and I’m in town for a dentist convention. Not one 

myself, but I design various instruments that makes their jobs easier. The reason I approached 

you is because you’re attractive, not jailbait, have good taste in games, and not likely to talk 

business with me.” 

“All very interesting,” the detective says as she adds more coins to the machine. She frowns 

at having taken a shot as soon as she continues. “You know, I’m not really interested in doing 

anything other than relaxing. My boss put me on administrative leave for harassing a suspect, so 

I’m not in the best of moods.” 

“What about a free dinner with no strings attached?” 

“Not wanting to take a hint, huh?” 

“Let’s just say you’ve gained my interest.” 

Letting the game end, Gemma heads for another game that is far in the back and ignored by 

the kids. The images on the sides have been drawn on, the visible parts having become faded and 

cracked long ago. It is an old action game with joysticks that click and buttons that have 

managed to retain their vivid colors. The token comes out of the return slot twice before the 

machine finally keeps it and brings her to the character screen. A dark spot in the top right of the 

screen makes it impossible for her to see how many lives she has left. Unsurprisingly, Roy joins 

the game without asking and relaxes now that they are in a more secluded spot. 

“I don’t believe your story,” Gemma states as she pounds an attack button that works only 

half of the time. She can feel something crunch below the console and the controls become more 

responsive. “You have a gun hidden under your shirt, but no badge. The outline on your back 

pocket looks like handcuffs. I checked what local conventions there were this week to see who 

would be around the hotel. Nothing for dentists. Care to try again?” 

“Hard to imagine you pissing someone off enough to get put on vacation,” Roy replies with 

a smirk. He pulls out his wallet and flips it open to show a private investigator license. “I’ve been 

hired by some people in Las Vegas to look into Dawn Addison. They think she’s responsible for 

their friends and family disappearing. Not to mention a lot of money, but only one of my many 

clients cares about that. I’ve been at this place for a week with no luck. Then you show up and 

strange things begin happening. To be honest, I didn’t think you were involved until I saw you 



spend today staring at our mutual friend. Odd since I thought that chef was responsible for the 

killings.” 

“Not everything is as it seems, Mr. Caro,” the detective replies, her tongue sticking out as 

she focuses on the game. With a hum, the screen wavers for an instant that costs her a life and 

another token. “I believe Ms. Addison is responsible for the deaths and disappearance. I pushed 

too hard, got in trouble, and she invited me to stay here. That’s all I’m willing to share with you 

right now.” 

Roy stops playing and eats as tick of gum while he watches his character die. “How about 

we spend the day together? Then you can decide on sharing the story with me when I treat you to 

dinner.” 

“I’m putting everything I eat and drink on Ms. Addison’s tab,” Gemma says, giving up on 

the games. Walking toward the exit, she hands her remaining tokens to a little girl that is arguing 

with her brother. “So a change of plans. You and I will hang out today. If my partner at the 

precinct tells me that you are who you say you are then we have dinner. Forget chivalry here and 

enjoy doing a financial flip off to the woman you’re after.” 

“You seem oddly accommodating.” 

“I work better when I have someone to talk to.” 

“What exactly are you involved in?” 

“The case of both our lives.” 

Roy offers his arm when they come to the stairs, which results in him getting left behind as 

Gemma takes the steps by twos. Coming to the busy lobby, the pair stop when they see Dawn 

staring at them from the front desk. The hotelier scratches the corner of her lips before giving 

one of the clerks a kiss on the cheek. Grabbing several random bags as she goes, the fast-walking 

woman hurries to her private elevator. Hurling the luggage inside, Dawn walks backwards to 

keep an eye on Gemma and Roy. They can still sense her staring at them after the doors close 

and a faint rumble shakes the hotel. 

***** 

Each with their own platter of large crab legs, the pair relax at a table next to a window that 

gives them a clear view of the street. Gemma admits that talking to Roy has helped clear her 

head of a few questions. Both of them are sure that Dawn is involved in the disappearances and 

killings even if she is not committing the acts herself. Comparing notes on the Las Vegas and 



New York City events, they have uncovered several similarities, including the repeated 

mentioning of a husband that nobody has seen. Neither of them are sure if the man exists or not, 

but they consider that he is the real killer and Dawn is the one feeding him targets. Having only 

conjecture and assumptions to work off of, Gemma and Roy get more outlandish with their ideas 

as the dinner progresses. By the time most of the other dinners have left, the pair are laughing 

about zombies in the basement and a potential alien invasion. Waving a waiter over, they order 

more drinks and food that are from the more expensive side of the menu. 

“So I took this case because it seemed like an easy paycheck,” Roy explains, using his finger 

to swirl the ice in his drink. Licking the digit clean, the man returns to battling the crab legs that 

he swears are more trouble than they are worth. “With so many deaths and disappearances, you’d 

think the evidence would be easy to find. Not to mention the suspect bolted from the city. She 

even demolished her casino overnight, which nobody noticed. Maybe Ms. Addison is better at 

hiding her tracks than I realized.” 

“She’s definitely one that shouldn’t be underestimated,” Gemma replies as she nurses her 

drink. With more ease than her companion, she breaks open a long crab leg and meticulously 

peels the shell away. “The first two cases weren’t suspicious since accidents happen. It wasn’t 

until I tried to talk to Ms. Addison that something felt wrong. Can’t put my finger on what it is 

about her that gives me the creeps. I thought it was her casualness in regards to the deaths, but 

it’s just a vibe I get from her.” 

“She does seem to be carefree and eccentric,” the private investigator points out, scanning 

the restaurant for any sign of the hotelier. The feeling of being watched returns until he spots a 

waitress who swiftly returns to the kitchen. “One of the things that I remember from Vegas is 

that her employees were almost fanatically loyal. Some claimed that they would rather die than 

betray her. Others actually did die instead of talking to me. Needless to say, I don’t recommend 

interviewing the staff too aggressively. Then again, you appear to be some kind of pet to her, 

which you haven’t explained. Have I earned your trust?” 

Finishing her drink, Gemma gazes out the window and slips her hand into the pocket that 

has her notes. Her mind goes back to the riddle that she has yet to figure out, the words seeming 

more gibberish than hints. Watching Roy by his reflection, the detective can see him patiently 

waiting for a response. It is the same expression he has had every time he brings up the topic, 

which seems to be on the hour. Part of her still refuses to put him in any more danger than he 



already is, the man’s own hunt for Dawn risking the woman’s attention. As someone who has 

gained the interest of the whimsical serial killer, Gemma is not sure she wants to share her 

situation with another. Running a finger along the edge of one of her notes, she realizes that she 

might not have the luxury of being safe and there is nobody else she can turn to for help. 

“Ms. Addison seems to think of me as a rival or challenge or simply someone worthy to play 

with,” Gemma explains with a tired sigh. Turning back to the man, she hands him the notes she 

took in the morning while holding onto the page with the riddle. “She liked that I was going after 

her and I believe she had a hand in my vacation. The woman was far too quick to make me an 

offer to stay here. Then she admitted that she plans on killing somebody and wants to see if I can 

stop her. That isn’t enough to bring her in because it would be my word against hers. My boss 

might not side with me since I’ve been rather aggressive towards her, which means I need solid 

evidence.” 

Roy stares open-mouthed at the detective, making her blush until he clears his throat and 

takes a drink. “Somebody has been watching too many TV shows and movies. Not you in case 

you were wondering. Geez, I don’t even know how to respond to that. Total brain basher to learn 

you’re being toyed with by a psycho.” 

“It would be easier if I was her target, but she’s going for other people,” she says, holding 

out the last piece of paper. She unfolds it with one hand, but refuses to let it go out of fear of 

losing the only lead she has. “This is a riddle about Ms. Addison’s next victim. I am young and 

old. My kingdom made from circles, squares, and triangles. Many blindly praise me when I 

create smiles. Others despise me when I forge tears. The only guess I have is that it’s a celebrity 

or someone who runs a big business. Considering she once talked to me about losing her unicorn, 

it could even be about a fictional character.” 

“I always liked riddles and this one is a challenge,” the black-haired man states, pulling out 

his own notebook to copy the riddle. Putting spaces between each line, he taps at his temple with 

the pencil eraser. “You have to take it sentence by sentence. Personally, I would start with the 

second part because it’s not as vague as the others. The target has made a kingdom that involves 

those specific shapes. I would say construction. The smiles could be from designing playgrounds 

and hospitals. In that case, tears would be when the person demolishes something. Maybe they 

got in trouble with environmentalists?” 

“I’m praying she doesn’t go after someone that is high profile.” 



“That would definitely make a circus out of the situation.” 

“There’s an architect down the hall from me, but she’s pretty young.” 

“Yeah, that age thing is throwing me off.” 

“What if it means the person is middle-aged?” 

“That makes sense.” 

“Wait a second. Wouldn’t construction involve more than those three shapes?” 

“Could be a specialty.” 

Frustration and anger setting in, Gemma begins doodling the shapes on the back of the 

riddle page. The sloppy drawings do nothing to help, so she tries to make a picture using only 

circles, triangles, and squares. She can hear Roy chuckling at some of the combinations that 

remind both of them of a child’s depiction of a house. Realizing that she is only making potential 

buildings, Gemma attempts to draw things that could be logos or pieces of art. It is not until she 

puts a circle inside a square and a triangle within the circle that Roy takes her hand. He is still 

staring at the image as he moves her pencil away and adds more triangles to the middle of the 

drawing. 

“This is ridiculous,” Gemma mutters as she collects the rest of her notes. Chugging her drink 

in one gulp, she waves at a waiter to get her another. “Do I have to wait for her to order a pizza 

and try to kill the delivery boy? I guess people would smile when it arrives and get angry if it’s 

late. Feel free to explain the kingdom and age thing.” 

“One of the guests owns a national chain of pizzerias,” Roy answers, keeping his voice to a 

whisper. Seeing the waiter approach, he finishes his drink and waits for the man to leave before 

continuing. “His name is Demarcus Lang. He’s a young man who married a slightly older 

woman. The shapes are a box, a pie, and a slice. People blindly praise this man is a way of 

saying they appreciate his work without thinking of him specifically. The tears are probably 

because pizza isn’t considered a healthy food and can make you fat. Not that such a risk would 

stop me.” 

“And how do you know about this guy?” asks the detective while sliding her hand toward a 

fork. Her suspicions are removed when her companion pulls out his phone and shows her 

pictures of the guest registry. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Mind if I ask how you got the 

registry? From what I saw, it was behind the front desk.” 



With an impish smile, the proud investigator takes out a pen to write the room number on 

Gemma’s palm. “They aren’t too careful with their uniforms around here. Snatched one on my 

first day and snuck around whenever Ms. Addison was at a party or went up to her room. The 

pictures were tougher, but I only had to look like I was texting.” 

“Great. I think it’s best that I do this alone and avoid bringing my new friend’s attention on 

you,” Gemma says while sliding out of her chair. She moves to check for her gun before 

remembering that she is unarmed. “Thanks for all of your help. Feel free to order more stuff 

tonight and put it on my tab. Just tell them that I went to the bathroom or something. Talk to you 

tomorrow.” 

***** 

The late hour and lack of proof gives Gemma pause when she gets to the suite’s door, her 

hand repeatedly rising in vain to knock. She wishes she had her badge or some way to identify 

herself as a police officer. The temptation to steal an employee uniform and try to trick the 

couple into leaving is strong enough to make her go back to the elevator. Gemma returns to the 

door when she considers that a staff member could catch her and let Dawn know about her 

solving the riddle. Believing that time is short, she knocks and takes a step back to give whoever 

looks through the peephole a clear view. She keeps her hands in the open to prove she is not 

armed and turns until she hears a chain being undone. 

A bald man in a monogramed robe stands in the doorway, his moustache bristling in a way 

that the detective thought was only possible in cartoons. The faint aroma of pizza drifts off 

Demarcus even though he shows signs of having recently been in the shower. He has a small gun 

in his hand, but keeps the weapon aimed at his unexpected guest’s knee instead of a more vital 

area. In contrast to her portly husband, Alicia Lang is elegant and slender with braided hair down 

to her waist. With only a few wrinkles on her face and no gray in her tresses, she looks much 

younger than Demarcus. Gemma notices that the businessman keeps himself between herself and 

his wife. 

“I have reason to believe someone is trying to kill you,” the detective says, which causes the 

gun to aim for her head. Carefully holding up her hands, she nervously licks her lips and prays 

there are no sudden noises to startle the man. “My name is Gemma Cooke and I’m a New York 

City detective. I don’t have my badge with me because I’m undercover. We believe a serial killer 

is operating out of Heaven’s Nest and you are the next target. The person told us that they are 



going after someone who made a kingdom out of circles, squares, and triangles. That would be 

pizza, which is your business. Feel free to let me inside since it’s awkward standing out here and 

rambling.” 

“I think we’re fine like this,” Demarcus replies, flicking the safety off his gun. The man 

stops when his wife lowers his arm and gives him a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t tell me you believe 

this woman. She has no badge and I smell alcohol on her breath. I bet she’s going to ask for 

money to protect us.” 

“Actually, I was going to politely suggest that you leave in the morning and stay at another 

hotel,” the anxious officer interjects. She closes her eyes when the gun is back in her face, the 

opening for a strike still visible in her mind. “Please believe what I’m saying. You’re in danger 

and I’m risking my cover by warning you.” 

“She does seem determined,” Alicia whispers, sliding between her husband and the door 

frame. She reaches out to touch the other woman’s face, her manicured nails grazing a sweaty 

cheek. “I wonder if she rushed up here. Still, I do agree with Demarcus that we need more than 

your word. Are we being targeted for money?” 

Gemma takes some comfort in the questioning because it means they are giving her a chance 

to save their lives. “From what we can tell, the murderer simply enjoys killing. He or she has 

begun playing a game with the police by leaving hints. Yes, I know it sounds like something out 

of a movie. This person has gotten away with a lot and is getting bolder. That means the targets 

are becoming more high profile.” 

“We were lead to believe that a cook was responsible for the latest incident,” Demarcus 

interrupts while putting his weapon away. Adjusting his robe, the businessman gently guides his 

wife back into the room. “That massacre is all over the news. According to the police, the killer 

was already confirmed and apprehended.” 

“Yes and no. He drugged the bridesmaid, but was killed by someone else.” 

“You’re right. This does sound like a ridiculous movie plot.” 

“Not too surprising if you consider that we’re dealing with an unbalanced individual.” 

“This is our ten year anniversary and I will not cut the trip short.” 

Before the argument can continue, the distant elevator dings and begins to open for one of 

the maids. Not wanting to get caught, Gemma tackles Demarcus into the room and closes the 

door with her foot. She gets off him immediately and remains on her knees to make sure the 



couple knows she is not going to attack. Reaching into her pocket, the detective takes out her 

wallet and opens it to her driver’s license. Alicia takes the offering to examine it closely, but 

quickly hands it back with a shrug. Demarcus snatches it and thumbs through all of the bills and 

cards before pulling out a picture of Gemma in her uniform. Politely putting everything back in 

order, he gives the wallet back to the detective and puts his gun on a nearby table. The man takes 

a seat and takes his wife by the hand, a somberness coming over the couple. 

“Didn’t know I had that, but there’s the proof that I’m who I say I am,” Gemma replies 

while she goes to put her ear against the door. The sound of the maid’s cart can still be heard 

moving down the hallway, stopping only for a minute as the woman knocks on a door. “I’m 

really sorry about all of this. If it helps, I can leave the number of my partner. His name is Max 

Boros and he can put in the paperwork to reimburse you for the trouble. My point is that you 

really shouldn’t stay in this hotel.” 

“We’re only going to be in town for one more day,” Demarcus says, reaching over to rub his 

wife’s arm. Unnerved by the threat, he takes a sip of lemonade that has become watered down by 

the melted ice. “I still don’t know what to make of this, but you appear serious enough that I 

don’t want to take a risk. Checking out one day early shouldn’t be suspicious. We can always tell 

Dawn that business has called us back home. There are some sights we wish to see, but I don’t 

feel comfortable telling you where we might be.” 

“I completely understand,” the detective states while handing a card to Alicia. Hearing the 

maid go into another room, she cracks the door open and takes a peek. “Sorry if this is rude, but 

you don’t have to trust me as long as you believe me. My only concern is that you two are safe 

and away from whatever is going on in this hotel. Have a happy anniversary and enjoy your trip 

home.” 

Feeling a little foolish for the dramatics, Gemma sneaks into the hallway and takes a step 

toward the elevator. She stops when a door opens and part of the maid’s cart creeps out, the 

woman stopping to talk to the people inside. Blocked from the easiest way out, the detective 

turns around to sprint for the stairwell. The sound of squeaking wheels can be heard and she 

looks over her shoulder to see the maid stepping into the open. Gemma realizes that there is no 

way for her to escape unseen, so she tries to squeeze into a doorway and wait for the woman to 

go into another room. 



With a faint shifting of stone, a ceiling tile falls on the maid and drives her head into her 

chest. Horrified by the sight, Gemma is about to call for help when the corpse gets back up and 

grips the cart. The phantom moves ahead, banging into the walls and tripping since it cannot see 

through its ribcage. Squeaking wheels continue to follow the detective as she rushes for the 

stairwell, the sudden fear making her taste iron on her tongue. Elbowing her way through the 

doorway, Gemma glances over her shoulder to see that the maid is back to normal and still 

talking to two of the guests. 

“I think I’m done drinking for a while,” the detective mutters while trying to stop herself 

from vomiting over the railing.



Chapter 6 

“I do have to admit that this is somewhat exciting,” Alicia whispers as she walks arm in arm 

with her husband. They move to the side to let a group of kids run by, all of the children exciting 

to be at the Bronx Zoo. “Dawn was very nice about the change of plans too. I hope she isn’t 

forced to close Heaven’s Nest because of this. Did you know she is turning one of the lesser used 

floors into an on-site hospital?” 

“If you ask me, the woman is overambitious on that regard,” Demarcus replies while 

watching the bears. Two of the large beasts stare at him, their heads cocking to the side in 

unison. “Guess I’m not one to talk, but at least I’m staying in the food industry. Maybe she’s 

simply a different breed of entrepreneur than me. Not that I’m jealous, but I’ve never met anyone 

like her.” 

“Should I be getting jealous, dear?” his wife teases with a playful smirk. She yelps when a 

peacock jumps out from behind some bushes, the bird spreading its wings to block their way. “It 

doesn’t look friendly, so let’s go around. Perhaps it’s mating season and we came too close to a 

nest.” 

Moving around the bushes, they find that more peacocks are strutting around the wider path 

and screech at people trying to get through. The birds refuse to move even when the workers try 

to get through in a cart. Forced to get out and push the vehicle, the two women are mercilessly 

pecked around their calves and ankles. With an echoing call, one of the peacocks jumps onto a 

young girl’s head and bends down to eat her ice cream. Amused at first, the child begins crying 

when the animal refuses to leave and sends her snack to the ground. Having already taken a 

picture, the parents attempt to shoo the bird away without hurting it. Fed up with the stubborn 

peacock, the father punches it in the head and immediately finds himself swarmed by the entire 

flock. It takes a minute for the workers and several helpful visitors to get the man out of the 

aggressive mob, his head covered in bleeding cuts. 

Unnerved by the scene, the Langs take the only open path and stay far away from any 

peacocks that they see. Wanting to get somewhere safe, they duck into the Reptile House and 

take immediate comfort from the silence. Voices can be heard from the far side of the exhibit, 

but the first hallway is empty of visitors. The couple takes their time to see the babies and move 

on to a display of tortoises. Once their hearts stop pounding to the point of aching, they relax and 

take more enjoyment from their outing. 



“I never knew peacocks could be so aggressive,” Alicia says, moving on to a tank with a 

large turtle inside. She runs a finger along the glass and is surprised by how her hand comes 

away with a thin layer of frost. “They should do something about those birds. If you ask me, it 

isn’t safe having them wander around unsupervised. You wouldn’t do that with a polar bear or a 

tiger.” 

“To be fair, peacocks don’t eat people,” Demarcus replies, moving ahead to look at the 

various snakes. A lump grows in his throat when he glances ahead to see the crocodiles are more 

active than he has ever seen them. “Besides, how would you keep them in one place? Seems a 

shame to put them inside since they need a lot of space. Cutting their flight feathers would be 

cruel too. I’m sure the people in charge will figure something out.” 

“True. It is so cold in here.” 

“Strange considering this for the reptiles.” 

“They seem comfortable though.” 

“Maybe it’s only something on this side of the glass.” 

“Such a strange day.” 

Coming to a large reticulated python, Alicia leans forward to get a closer look at the 

sleeping animal. It takes her a second to realize that her head is actually inside the tank, the glass 

that was there a moment ago having disappeared. Moving back, she turns toward her husband to 

find that he is nowhere to be seen. A loud crunch draws her toward the main area, her attention 

locked on the grunting crocodiles in their enclosure. Tails can be seen thrashing and one of the 

animals occasionally jumps out of the water to slam into the glass. A chorus of frogs joins in the 

symphony while a distant hissing sends a chill up the woman’s spine. 

Hoping to find Demarcus and leave, Alicia is passing a bench when the sound repeats itself 

to her right. She screams when she spots a gigantic crocodile sitting next to an educational 

display. The creature has golden eyes and its scales are white, the ones around its mouth covered 

in blood. With a quick lift of its head, the predator swallows the last part of Demarcus and licks 

its lips in an oddly human display. Taking a step towards Alicia, the animal opens its mouth to 

show her husband’s head is stuck in its throat. Hacking and coughing, the crocodile stops its 

advance to swallow the last of its meal. The animal makes a quick charge at the woman and 

snaps at her legs, but she moves away at the last moment. 



With another scream, Alicia smacks the crocodile in the head with her purse and drives it 

back. Green blood is ebbing from its punctured eye and it becomes more cautious since it cannot 

catch its next meal by surprise. The terrified woman slips out of her heels and turns to run back 

to the entrance, but stops at the sight of the pythons slithering toward her. As the reptiles 

approach, the biggest one begins swallowing the others until it is the only one alive to devour 

Alicia. She is surprised to see the serpent rear up, its head touching the ceiling. Checking the 

crocodile, the cornered woman sees that it is inching closer while deciding if she or the python is 

the better meal. 

Retreating against the wall, Alicia feels a damp mist and wet plants against her neck. She 

reaches back to find that there is no glass for the tank she is touching. Looking down, she frowns 

at how the information display is blank, except for the picture of a frog. One of the colorful 

animals hops onto her shoulder, its golden color beautiful and slick. The amphibian stares at the 

nervous woman, its eyes tiny pools of black curiosity. When the crocodile grunts only a few feet 

away, Alicia screams and the poison dart frog leaps into her open mouth. As the paralyzed 

woman collapses against the wall, the python returns to its cage and regurgitates the other snakes 

along the way. Turning to the crocodile, she sees no sign of the animal or her husband, except for 

Demarcus’s blood-covered watch. 

***** 

“Fancy meeting you here, kitty,” Dawn says as she takes the seat across from Gemma. The 

detective stares at her, a piece of bacon still in her mouth. “Glad you’re enjoying the breakfast 

buffet. We don’t do this often for dinner, but this is a special occasion. Think of this feast as a 

reward for solving the riddle. Fluffy and crispy things are always nice in the evening. Are you 

expecting someone?” 

“Just looking for a friend,” Gemma bluntly answers, her eyes darting in every direction. She 

wonders why she has not seen Roy all day, including when she went to his room and found a ‘Do 

Not Disturb’ sign. “I realized something. By solving your riddle and warning your victims, I 

have no evidence that you were going to do anything. Still, I’m happy to have stopped you from 

killing.” 

“I have a little secret,” the hotelier sings, her fingers dancing on the table. The brown-haired 

woman stops and stares at her erratic movements, her mouth moving silently until a loud crash 

snaps her out of the trance. “My good friends met with an unfortunate accident. They were at the 



zoo and decided that the rules didn’t apply to them. So Demarcus Lang broke the glass to the 

alligator cage and went swimming with them. Not a long swim since it was just around feeding 

time and he must have smelled delicious. Alicia Lang thought these poisonous frogs looked 

delicious and ate one. She died painfully. Here’s a printout of the article that’s going to be all 

over the papers tomorrow.” 

With a shaking hand, Gemma takes the papers and reads through them while slowly 

munching another piece of bacon. She notes that the zookeepers swear that the poison dart frog 

should not have been toxic due to their controlled diet. Another oddity is that there was no clear 

sign of how Demarcus broke the thick glass to the alligators. With most of the article stating why 

the scene made little sense, Gemma becomes to wonder if Dawn is lying and created the report 

on her own. Grabbing her phone, she searches for the site and curses when she sees the printout 

displayed on the screen. Picking up a butter-covered knife, she taps it on the papers and 

considers leaping over the table to slit the other woman’s throat. Her murderous glare is met by a 

wide grin and hungry, twinkling eyes, the disturbing expression giving the detective a reason to 

hold back. 

“Oh, don’t look so angry. Turn that snarl into a friendly raspberry,” Dawn teases as she 

leans forward and claims a strawberry. Wiping a few bits of bacon off the fruit, the young 

woman rubs it around her eye patch before taking a bite. “I have a confession to make. The 

riddle was a bunch of rubbish I came up with on the spot. My brain gremlin assured me it would 

lead you to someone here. Then I went after your choice. Guess this makes you an accomplice 

more than a rival.” 

“You’re a sick bitch, but there’s no way you did any of this,” Gemma declares, dropping the 

knife into a glass of water. She looks away from the wounded expression on her enemy’s face, 

her attention falling on the entrance. “Getting a cook to drug a bachelorette party is one thing 

because it’s on your turf. This is you getting two guests to act suicidal in an entirely different 

borough.” 

Dawn yawns before curling her legs into the chair and running her finger around her 

crimson lips. “I give mints and kisses to my favorite guests when they leave. Though what I use 

is untraceable and unique. Too bad it didn’t work on your new friend. Maybe I wasn’t really into 

it, which happens when I’m bored or have more delicious plans. He was skulking around for a 

while, so I forgot about him when you fell into my lap. Imagine my surprise when you cheated 



and went for help. You’re supposed to be my equal in this, which means you solve my puzzles 

on your own.” 

“What did you do to Roy?” 

“Removed him from the game.” 

“How?” 

“I said I had a delicious plan.” 

Confused and worried, Gemma scans the room until her eyes fall on the buffet. A fresh 

platter of bacon is being served, the smell drifting throughout the restaurant. People are 

swarming the buffet table to grab the fresh meat, most of the guests grabbing the food by the 

handful instead of waiting for the tongs. The detective glances at Dawn, who eagerly nods her 

head and flashes a toothy, shark-like grin. Nausea sets in and gets worse when Gemma thinks 

about how many she has eaten, the crispy slices her favorite part of the meal. She picks up her 

last piece and holds it in front of her face, the smell slightly different than before. When she 

drops it back on the plate, Dawn snatches the bacon and pops it into her mouth. The sight of the 

hotelier’s eyes rolling back and the sound of her sensual moans makes the red-haired woman 

cover her mouth to avoid vomiting. 

Knowing she will not last much longer, Gemma’s hands are shaking as she stands and 

staggers toward a nearby bathroom. She is thankful that nobody else is inside to watch her empty 

her stomach into the nearest toilet. Dawn appears in the opening of the stall to hold the 

detective’s hair back, the amused woman whistling her favorite pop song. The irritating noise 

angers Gemma to the point where she grabs the hotelier’s wrist and tries to slam her into the tile 

floor. Instead, the cop is yanked off her feet and hurled into the mirror, which cracks without 

shattering into dangerous shards. The confident and playful glint in Dawn’s eyes falters before 

she rushes out of the bathroom. Rubbing her aching back, Gemma is about to follow when her 

phone rings and she sees that it is Max, who has been texting her for the last hour. 

“You need to be at the hospital in the morning. I’m talking before you even think of having 

coffee,” the man urgently says, his breathing ragged as if he recently ran up several flights of 

stairs. A raspy cough cuts off his voice and is followed by him guzzling a bottle of water to ease 

his throat. “That bridesmaid regained consciousness. She’s asleep now, but we have permission 

to talk to her in the morning. No idea what’s going on, Cooke, but the chief wants you to be 



involved. I’ll have your gun and badge waiting for you too. Not sure if you’re back to work or 

not though. You’re pretty quiet. Everything okay over there?” 

“No, but I’ll tell you the details in the morning,” Gemma replies in a low voice. Running 

cold water, she throws some on her face and takes a drink to settle her stomach. “Ms. Addison . . 

. Dawn won a big round. Get some sleep, old man, because we’re going to have a rough 

tomorrow.”



Chapter 7 

With a nurse standing outside, Gemma and Max quietly enter the hospital room that reeks of 

rubbing alcohol. They can see that Rhonda is resting, the former bridesmaid handcuffed to the 

bed for her own safety. Large bandages are around her head after she briefly woke up to tear out 

most of her hair, a few remaining wisps hanging limp by her ears. The remains of a simple 

breakfast is on a tray, complete with a half-eaten cup of pudding that is a sickly green. Rhonda’s 

is getting an intravenous drug that is marked as a tranquilizer, but the bag is nearly empty. The 

woman’s dried lips move to mouth words that cannot be heard until Gemma gets close enough to 

lean over the bed. The detective pulls back as soon as she hears the repeated words and notices 

that the patient’s fingers are twitching rapidly. With a violent shudder, Rhonda bangs her knees 

against the tray and opens her eyes, which go directly to her visitors’ badges.  

“Are you here to arrest me?” she asks in a strained voice. The medicine has made her mouth 

dry, so she carefully reaches for a thermos of water. “Now that I’m awake, I can be put on trial 

for my crimes. See how I don’t even deny it. I know exactly what I did even though I couldn’t 

tell you why. I loved Bridget and liked everyone else there. There’s no reason I would have hurt 

them, but I know what I did.” 

“Let’s start this over again,” Max says with a warm smile. He steps outside, knocks, and 

comes back in while flashing his badge. “Hello, my name is Max Boros and this is Gemma 

Cooke. We’re working your case and wanted to ask you a few questions about that night. It is 

important that you know what we’ve learned about the situation. You were drugged by one of 

the hotel’s cooks who had a grudge with the bride’s husband-to-be. He claimed to have laced all 

of your drinks and food, which led to your psychotic episode. His former employer is paying for 

all of your medical bills and your friends’ funerals. She sends her best wishes and hopes you 

make a full recovery.” 

“Dawn Addison is paying for all of this?” Gemma whispers, suspicious of the unexpected 

news. Pushing her hatred of the hotelier out of her mind, she takes a seat next to the bed and 

meets Rhonda’s wide-eyed stare. “The drug tests are still pending, but the cook admitted to the 

crime as soon as it was found. So we are treating you as a victim and not a suspect. As my 

partner wrote in your file, you were mentally compromised.” 

Rhonda tries to sit up, but a jolting pain in her lower back causes her to twist beneath her 

blankets. “Why didn’t the others get violent like me? They were completely normal, but we all 



had the same things. I mean, I was having different drinks than them, but shouldn’t they have 

been acting strangely? Sorry. It’s hard to believe what you’re telling me considering everything I 

saw and did.” 

“Drugs effect people differently,” Max states, adjusting his glasses. With a heavy sigh, he 

grabs another chair and moves it to sit at the foot of the bed. “We don’t want to take up too much 

of your time. If you could tell us what happened then we’ll be on our way. No matter how small 

or strange the detail, we would like to know.” 

Drinking more water, Rhonda tries to move the arm that is cuffed to the bed. Staring at the 

polished manacle, she can feel a headache brewing behind her heads. A loud beep from the 

intravenous machine makes the woman jump and she turns to see that the bag has run out of 

medicine. She is about to call a nurse, but stops before even reaching for the button. Stirring the 

remains of her pudding cup, she struggles to recall every detail of the massacre. Her appetite is 

gone when she remembers the taste of her friend, which returns to her tongue and makes her 

stomach twist. Looking from Max to Gemma, the traumatized woman lets herself cry long 

enough to gain enough strength to speak. 

“Things were going normally until Bridget went to hide in the bathroom,” Rhonda explains 

while wiping her eyes. One of her tears is crimson, the blood drying quickly against her pale 

skin. “The stripper was starting another song while I got myself another drink. I looked outside 

to see a raven on the balcony railing. The bird disappeared for a minute before returning to slam 

into the door and drop dead. It scared all of us, but I began laughing. A man’s voice was in my 

head and it was telling me that nobody appreciated me. I was looked down upon and didn’t fit in, 

so I should kill them. Soon after I started attacking the others, the voice changed to that of a 

woman who kept telling me that I deserved Bridget. She said if I ate her then she would never 

leave me and it made sense at the time. The best way to explain it is that I had control over my 

actions, but I didn’t. Not sure that makes any sense.” 

“It does prove you weren’t of sound mind,” Gemma points out while she writes notes on a 

small pad. She pulls out her cellphone and scrolls through several videos until she stops at one 

that has Dawn’s voice. “There have been many incidents at Heaven’s Nest. You’re actually the 

first witness and living victim that we’ve had. I’m apologize in advance if this is too forward, but 

could you listen to this? This is a woman we think may be responsible, so I wonder if she’s the 

voice you heard.” 



“How is that even possible?” asks the woman, her breathing becoming ragged. She scratches 

at an itch on her neck while sweat pours down her face. “The voice was in my head. If it was 

over an intercom then everyone would have heard it.” 

“True, but it’s possible she planted a bug on you,” Max replies, struggling to cover his 

partner’s odd request. Seeing doubt in the patient’s face, he clears his throat and leans forward 

with a smile. “It’s very high tech and sounds like it would be fictional. Yet, it’s possible this 

woman slipped a tiny bug into your hair. Given how much you drank, you’d never notice and she 

could whisper to you as a voice in your head. The worst that happens here is that Detective 

Cooke makes a fool of herself.” 

“I guess you’re right.” 

“Thank you for your vote of confidence, old man.” 

“Let me get some water first.” 

“Are you feeling well? Your face is really red.” 

With a violent cough, Rhonda spews blood and bangs her head against the tray, which gets a 

metal fork stuck in her forehead. The medicine bag is rapidly inflating and deflating, the 

movement sending air into the patient’s veins. A maddening cackle erupts from the woman’s 

blood-dripping mouth as she pulls the fork free. She runs the tines around her cheeks with 

enough force to leave oozing cuts, her eyes darting from one detective to another. Not wanting to 

be stopped, Rhonda kicks the tray into Gemma and pulls her legs away from Max. Two nurses 

rush into the room with tranquilizers and approach to restrain the thrashing patient. Before they 

can pounce on her, the woman licks her lips and swings her arm back. The fork drives into an 

empty outlet and a burst of electricity explodes out of the wall. With a gurgled laugh, Rhonda 

feels her heart explode and she collapses in the bed. Steam wafts off her body, which is covered 

in patches of blackened skin. 

“What the hell happened?” Max asks, his voice changing from anger to confusion. He jumps 

back when the body’s clenched mouth opens to reveal a cooked tongue. “Who uses metal 

utensils in a hospital? How did the bag do that with the air? Can an outlet really carry that much 

power? Somebody please answer one of my questions.” 

“We’ll leave you to take care of this,” Gemma tells the nurses, who are frozen by the 

horrific sight and barrage of questions. Guiding her partner into the hallway, she refuses to let go 

of his arm no matter how much he struggles. “You and I need to share our notes. Preferably in a 



place with fresh air. A lot of strange stuff has happened at Heaven’s Nest since last we talked. If 

you really need an answer to your questions, there wasn’t a metal fork there when we first 

arrived and I have no idea about the other two things. Are you still with me on this, old man, or 

do you want out?” 

“I’m only staying on this case to help you, slightly younger woman,” he answers before 

taking a relaxing breath. They are both hesitant to get on the elevator, but the urge to get outside 

drives them forward. “I do have more on Dawn Addison. By the way, what was that woman 

whispering when we came in?” 

“Never any fun in normal.” 

“Odd phrase. What does it mean?” 

“That things are escalating.” 

***** 

Sitting on a bench in the park, the two detectives tried to enjoy the warm sunlight and cool 

breeze. Gemma’s report is still sinking in as Max watches a group of children run around a 

nearby playground. He pulls out a picture of his kids, both of them too old to join in the lawless 

game of tag that is resulting in a collection of skinned knees and elbows. A flock of pigeons 

wanders around the walkway where they snap up fallen food and wait for the quiet pair to throw 

pieces of bread. It takes several minutes for the birds to realize that they will have to look 

elsewhere and they leave in unison. The sound of flapping wings and cheering children fail to 

puncture the gloom that has come over the detectives. 

“Seems Ms. Addison has a thing for cannibalism,” Max finally says while chewing on his 

empty pipe. Tucking the picture into his jacket pocket, the man leans back and stares at the sky 

through the branches. “Then again, I’ve no idea what we’re even dealing with. The idea that 

she’s drugging people to act insane is farfetched, but there’s no alternative. Possibly a gas being 

pumped through the hotel, which gets triggered by stress? That could explain Mr. Anders, the 

Langs, and what you’re seeing.” 

“It doesn’t cover anything we just saw,” Gemma states, rubbing her thumb against her 

badge. She finds herself unable to take a lot of comfort from it or her firearm being returned for 

the rest of the investigation. “So the chief said I’m not on leave, but I’m to stay at the hotel to 

figure out what’s going on. Get the feeling that this is going to be the case that kills either my 

career, my sanity, or both. Still no idea why anybody would do this.” 



“Because they’re a mentally disturbed psycho,” her partner declares with a laugh. Drawing 

the attention of a jogger, he nods his head to the young woman and lowers his voice. “I don’t like 

throwing this idea around. The idea of dealing with a person who simply enjoys killing doesn’t 

sit well with my ulcer. Give me a motive beyond bloodlust because that’s something a jury can 

wrap their heads around.” 

“Do you really think this will end with her on trial?” 

“Don’t go there, Cooke. You might not come back.” 

“It’d be worth it to stop her.” 

“And if the murders continue anyway?” 

Cursing under her breath, Gemma gets off the bench and jams her hands into her pockets 

before walking toward a pond. She kicks rocks out of her way while Max remains a few steps 

behind. Several times, the young woman’s hand swings down to graze her firearm, but never 

does more than a subtle tap. The last thing she wants is for somebody to think she is about to 

draw the weapon and cause a scene. Gemma considers handing the gun over to her partner and 

getting rid of the temptation, but she is sure it will be needed at some point. For a brief moment, 

she wonders if a bullet would even stop Dawn. Shaking her head clear of the ridiculous thought, 

she stops near the edge of the water and looks across at the loud traffic. 

“I need to know more about her,” Gemma admits while unwrapping a stick of gum. She 

holds the minty snack between her lips before using her tongue to roll it into her mouth. “There 

is nothing that makes sense about her. She is always doing something different at that hotel, but 

it’s never what you would expect the boss to be doing. Did she get a degree in business? What 

about chemistry? How did she get the money to open Heaven’s Nest? Now I’m the one rattling 

off questions.” 

“Well, Dawn Addison is practically a ghost because she never did anything beyond existing 

until now,” Max answers, flipping through a notebook. Running his finger along the barely 

readable scrawling, he gives a helpless shrug. “She was born and raised out in Suffolk County 

where her mother still lives. Homeschooled until she went to a public high school and not on 

social media, so there are no friends to talk to. One year at a community college with no major 

before dropping out. Random jobs, traveling around the country, and many stays in psych wards 

covers everything until she ended up at Raven’s Hold. Her fortune came about after that and I 

still have no idea how. I thought it was mob ties at first then I found evidence of her inheriting it 



from the doctor who ran the asylum. A grainy video shows her as a lottery winner in Oregon too. 

International trading is another possibility, but damned if I know what she was trading.” 

Thinking her partner is making a joke, Gemma carefully takes his notebook and reads 

through his notes. “Can’t believe I know how to read your chicken scratch. I wouldn’t be 

surprised if most of what you’re finding are lies created by Dawn to throw people off. She wants 

to be entertained and have fun, so this would be a maze with a lot of dead ends. We really need 

to focus on her childhood since the rest is straightforward. You said her mom still leaves out on 

Long Island. What about her father?” 

“Louis Addison died when she was two,” Max answers while handing Gemma a folded 

article. He taps at the picture of a house, the entire right side having collapsed into rubble. “I 

don’t know anything about the man other than he worked and barely saw his family outside of 

the weekend. Neighbors said he was a loving husband and father, which is the usual responses. 

Nobody could explain the freak accident. One night, he was in the kitchen while Ms. Addison 

and her mother were upstairs in a bedroom. Whole side of the house caved in and crushed Louis, 

who was found with a beer still in his hand. The whole thing is considered a cold case that I’m 

sure the local precinct has forgotten.” 

Reading over the article, Gemma pulls it closer when she sees the image of a dark-haired 

man in one of the house’s surviving windows. A blink causes the figure to be replaced by 

partially open curtains and cracks in the glass. Two ravens are flying in the distance and seem to 

gently flap their wings without moving forward. Peeking from around the corner of the house, 

the detective can see a small girl with a single pigtail and chocolate smeared across her face. It 

takes the detective a second to realize how clear the old photo appears to her, which becomes 

blurry when she coughs. Cautiously handing the article back to her partner, Gemma takes a 

shuddering breath and rubs her eyes to stave off a headache. 

“You need to get some sleep,” Max mentions while offering an anxiety pill. Taking one 

himself, he watches two ducks chase each other around the pond. “I’m going to head out 

tomorrow to talk to the mother. Her name is Kate Addison and she works at the local library, 

which means a quiet setting. Just hope she’s nothing like her daughter. Charge your phone and 

keep it on because I want to be able to contact you quickly. I’ll do the same if you need me to get 

you out of there.” 



“I’m sure it won’t come down to that, but thanks,” Gemma replies as she stares at the pill. 

With a tired sigh, she hands it back and tucks her hands into her pockets. “Probably should head 

back and see what Dawn has in store for me. After last night, I’m sure she has a new challenge 

ready and I can’t bring anyone else into this. Though I do want to put a plan of my own into 

action.” 

“Thanks for making me the sole passenger on your trip to hell.” 

“You would have come along anyway.”



Chapter 8 

Making a brief stop at the bar, Gemma orders two cocktails and carries them to the pool 

where she sees Dawn. The sight of the other woman, who is wearing an old-fashioned swimsuit 

and bright yellow floaties, makes her skin crawl. Before she is spotted, the detective slips two 

sleeping pills into the hotelier’s drink. Swirling the alcohol, she takes the long away around the 

pool to give the medication time to dissolve. Many of the splashing children point at the gun on 

her hip, their parents moving them away until they spot the badge. Ignoring the sea of stares that 

follow her, Gemma takes the seat next to Dawn and offers the spiked cocktail. The brown-haired 

woman refuses to accept, her eyes peeking over a pair of large sunglasses. 

“Consider this an apology for cheating in our game,” the smiling detective says, taking a sip 

from her own drink. Placing the cocktails on a small table, she leans forward with her elbows on 

her knees. “Though to be fair, you didn’t say I had to work alone. My partner was already 

helping me, which I’m sure you know about.” 

“Good point. Though there is a difference, kitty,” Dawn replies while pulling a long straw 

out from behind her back. It takes a minute for her to get it into her drink, which she quickly 

drains. “Wow. That’s a tingly one. Where was I? Oh yes, the reason why I had that man cooked 

and served. First of all, the grocery delivery didn’t include bacon, so I needed to improvise. It 

isn’t always fun being charge. Second of all, your partner is looking into me and staying on the 

outside. He’ll never find anything worth talking about. The handsome dish, on the other hand, 

was in my territory and helped you solve my riddle. That was made specifically for you and I’m 

so hurt that you shared my gift. Okay, not that I hurt right now. Getting a nice numbness going 

on from something.” 

“I still plan on stopping you,” Gemma states, making herself comfortable on the sagging 

lounge chair. Putting on her own sunglasses, she watches the sky where a collection of clouds 

circle the hotel. “I hope you realize that this game can continue for only so long. At some point, 

my boss will decide that I’m wasting my time and put me on a different case. That’s if he doesn’t 

suspend or release me. Not sure how you expect to win or keep being entertained.” 

Dawn rolls onto her side and curls into a ball, her eyes fluttering to stay open. “You sound 

like my husband. He wanted me to stop causing trouble, but I think it’s because he has a bad 

headache. I’m like a unicorn. Rare, unique, and unable to be contained. This game will end when 



I say it ends or forget it’s going on. You’ll be fine as long as you stay within the rules. Next time 

I give you a riddle, I expect you to do it on your own.” 

“What happens to me if you forget?” 

“Kitties are much smarter than puppies. I’ll let you live . . . or kill you.” 

“I won’t go down without a fight.” 

“That’s the type of show that my husband and I prefer.” 

A scream from the pool causes Dawn to sit upright and resist the sleeping pills, her eyes 

widening as she scans the crowd. The disturbance is coming from a crowd of barely clothed men, 

who are fighting in the water. It is a friendly wrestling match, which is fueled by alcohol, but 

they are constantly bumping into the other guests. Children are pushed against the wall and their 

parents struggle to get them to safety as the grunting battle gets more heated. Snapping her 

fingers, Dawn calls for the lifeguards to get involved. She whistles at the men and women in 

bright yellow swimsuits, who easily drag the drunks out of the water. The crowd parts to let the 

complaining guests get escorted back into the building, all of them being shoved into a room 

marked by a thumbs up symbol. 

“Some people really need to grow up,” Dawn states, her drowsiness returning. She smiles 

when her companion hands her another drink and nods to the empty glass in Gemma’s other 

hand. “You drink a lot faster than me. I owe you another riddle. Let me think for a second. This 

is so yummy and . . . eye-fluttery. Here’s the riddle with some drool and slurring. With one eye, I 

watch my prey. Old and young and man and woman. All are in my sight. Yet the one I truly want 

is just beyond my grasp. That was pretty.” 

“And sounds like more gibberish than the last one,” Gemma says as she watches the hotelier 

follow her movements. Leaning far to the side, she guides Dawn into lying down and getting 

more comfortable. “I’ll go back to my room and work on the riddle. There really isn’t anything 

else for us to talk about.” 

“It’s weird how people scream,” the other woman whispers, a tiny hiccup making her body 

jerk. She reaches out to caress a small object that only she can see before casting it over her 

head. “Some people holler at the top of their lungs like whatshername with the veil. Others don’t 

make a noise like Demarcus Lang. His wife did scream, but then kind of locked up. I guess that 

was the poison more than the fear. There are also those who fight back, which I haven’t managed 



to find here. To be honest, I prefer the screamers because the noise makes me feel like I’m at a 

concert.” 

Inching closer, Gemma keeps her enemy’s eyes on her and does long blinks to help her fall 

asleep. “I really don’t like you. Despise is a good word, but only because I can’t think of 

anything stronger. Your games are going to end either with me arresting you or putting a bullet 

in your head. So enjoy the fun until you make a mistake. That’s when I’ll tear your entire world 

down. Does that scare you?” 

“Your lips are so shiny.” 

“I think you need a nap.” 

“This has been a taxing day.” 

“Sweet dreams.” 

“Go check on my husband, would you?” 

Gemma is surprised when the key to Dawn’s private elevator is pushed into her hand. The 

warm metal is slick due to a layer of suntan lotion and sweat, the keychain a heavily chewed 

rabbit’s foot. She carefully takes the offering and slowly backs away while searching for a sign 

that the snoring woman is trying to trick her. With a sudden whimper, Dawn rolls over and 

stretches her leg until a pop causes the limb to flop onto the lounge chair. Deciding that she has 

nothing to lose, Gemma pockets the key and hurries to the public elevators to get some 

equipment from her room. 

***** 

Even though nobody is looking in her direction, Gemma feels like she is being watched by 

several eyes. Stopping at Dawn’s private elevator, she sees reflections of the stuffed ravens in the 

polished metal. All of the fake birds are aimed in her direction, causing the detective to grip her 

leather bag to her chest. With a quivering hand, she uses the key to open the doors and gingerly 

steps inside. Imagination running wild, she expects the floor to give way or blades to erupt from 

the walls. Instead, the elevator closes and a lullaby plays over the loudspeaker, the song soft and 

lilting. The smell of roses and chocolate seep through a vent until the lift gets halfway to the 

penthouse. A loud crunch makes Gemma jump before the smell of smoke and cooked meat waft 

in from above. Low groans and gentle whimpers can be heard beneath the song, which has 

become harsher in an attempt to drown out the other noises. 



“This was a bad idea,” she whispers as she reaches out to push the stop button. A tremor of 

electricity goes up her arm and numbs the muscles while the elevator moves faster. “Why did I 

think I could plant bugs in the room? She gave me the key and had to know I would try 

something like this. Damn it, I’m getting desperate and sloppy. Now she might get angry if I 

don’t do this.” 

The elevator comes to a gentle stop and a bell rings before the doors open, a muffled voice 

talking about lingerie and golf clubs. Gemma is about to step on the plush, white carpeting when 

a sign drops from the ceiling. Telling her to remove her shoes, the simple warning dangles on 

thin strings that give it the illusion of floating. Bending down to take off her boots, the detective 

notices that the floor panel moves slightly and guesses she set off a pressure plate. Peering into 

the space between the elevator and carpeting, she can see a rusty hook has caught on some thin 

wires. Leaving her shoes on the lift, Gemma steps with a little more confidence since she is now 

sure that Dawn’s tricks are not supernatural. 

Wandering the penthouse, she is surprised to find that many of the rooms are barely 

furnished, except for a stunning bathroom. With a chandelier above the ruby-studded tub and a 

wine cabinet built into the back wall, Gemma wonders if Dawn practically lives in this place and 

ignores the rest. She picks out a few places to leave a bug before searching the rest of the 

apartment for her enemy’s elusive husband. Most of the bedrooms have nothing more than a 

desk, an uncomfortable cot, and a trashcan. The walls are painted a dull tan that reminds Gemma 

of the neutral tones of a hospital instead of a lavish apartment. An old television and stained 

couch sit in the living room, neither of them showing signs of recent use. She is surprised to find 

a collection of VHS tapes that are covered in a layer of dust, except for a row of unlabeled ones 

that could be home movies. Empty birdcages are everywhere, most of them having black feathers 

that are warm to the touch. She notices an open window and assumes that the birds spend the day 

outside before returning at night. 

“Where is this supposed husband?” Gemma asks in a low voice. 

Feeling a breeze come from a large picture of a raven on an apple tree, she gets closer and 

runs her hand along the edge of the frame. With a dull click, the work of art shivers and slides 

into the wall to reveal the master bedroom. A king-sized bed takes up a lot of the space, the 

sheets a flawless crimson beneath blankets of the purest black. Pink pillows with unicorn horns 

sewn into their tops are against the headboard, which is shaped like a seashell. The walk-in closet 



is filled with dresses, costumes, and accessories that smell like they are fresh out of a 

laundromat. Searching the two racks, the only article of clothing that would be for a man is a 

nicely tailored suit in the back. 

A chill running up her spine, Gemma returns to the main room and only peeks inside a tiny 

bathroom that would be more suited for a prison cell. Out of the corner of her eye, the detective 

thinks she sees something move beneath the sheets and blankets. Putting her bag on an oak 

dresser and drawing her gun, she tiptoes to the bed that remains unchanged. Focused on where 

she saw movement, Gemma shrieks when a scaly creature rushes out from under the dust ruffle 

and grazes her feet. Leaping away, she tries to catch sight of whatever she startled, but it has 

already disappeared. A low groan makes her jump again before the toilet gurgles and the sink 

faucet leaks for a few seconds. 

“This place is creepy and there’s no husband here,” Gemma says to herself. Opening her 

bag, she goes about hiding listening devices and tiny cameras around the penthouse. “Just one of 

each in every main room. Not sure what I plan on finding, but it’s better than nothing. Maybe I’ll 

put extra in the kitchen.” 

Entering the room of porcelain counters and stainless steel appliances, Gemma feels a wave 

of warmth hit her face. She checks the stove to make sure it is off, but none of the burners do 

anything more than click in vain. Standing to the side, she opens the oven and is shocked that her 

arm is hit by a burst of cold. The detective hides the devices in well-stocked cabinets and among 

the rural decorations, some of which have obviously been made by a child. Gemma stops at a 

pull out apron rack and considers bugging the seven, pristine garments. Checking each one, she 

can see that they are missing pockets and too thin to be useful. A whiff of bleach comes out of 

the narrow opening as she pushes the aprons back into the wall and she hears liquid getting 

sprayed once the rack is locked in place. 

Holding the final camera, Gemma heads for the refrigerator and slides the device into a bowl 

of fake fruit on the top. When her elbow touches the freezer handle, she feels her skin stick to the 

metal for a brief moment. She touches the same place and watches as a thin trail of slime comes 

away. The rest of the refrigerator is clean, so she finishes setting the final bug before checking 

inside. To her mild amusement, the freezer is stocked entirely with orange-flavored ice pops that 

have been unwrapped. Their sticks are embedded in perfectly shaped ice cubes that are a light 

pink color. Running a finger along one of the treats, she shudders at the sour taste and spits into 



the sink. Reaching out to the lower section’s handle, a strange stench emerges when she opens 

the door a crack. Gently closing the refrigerator, the detective tries to place the smell that 

reminds her of the morgue. 

A prickling sensation on the back of her neck causes Gemma to slowly turn around, the 

flicker of movement across the doorway making her heart leap. Creeping toward the entrance, 

she hears skittering across a solid surface and a repeated tapping. She steps out of the kitchen and 

finds herself facing twelve giant ravens. The birds are perched on the empty cages and she can 

hear flapping wings in the other rooms. All of them stare at her as she reaches back into the 

kitchen for her bag and walks back to the elevator. With the animals following her every 

movement, Gemma uses the key and jumps into the elevator as soon as it opens. The sound of 

their ear-wrenching caws echoes down the shaft as she returns to the lobby at what feels like an 

agonizingly slow pace. 

***** 

A bowl of fresh popcorn and her laptop working off a secure, private Wi-Fi device, Gemma 

gets ready for a night of watching Dawn. She is feeling safer in her room, especially after a long 

bath and short nap. The detective keeps a notebook and three sharpened pencils at hand as well 

as a thermos of ice water. She considers calling Max and having him listen to some of the audio, 

but decides it is nicer to let him sleep. The last thing Gemma wants is to spend most of the night 

explaining the ravens and other strange things that she is sure to see and hear. Nervously rubbing 

the badge clipped to the pocket of her pajamas, she can already feel her stomach tighten from the 

tension.  

Opening all of the screens, she can see that all of her bugs are active and still in place. The 

detective notices that all of the ravens are in their cages and feasting on thawing rats. One of 

them is pecking at a popsicle that Dawn is holding for the animal, the hotelier wearing a white t-

shirt and simple pants. The woman abruptly leans forward to let the bird tap on her metal eye 

patch and the sound comes through the nearest bug like a gong. Adjusting the volume, Gemma 

hears a scramble of other voices that range from maddening screams to the whining of a young 

child. The collection of strange noises finally settles when she closes several of the screens and 

focuses on the ones in the master bedroom. No sooner has she done so than Dawn enters and 

pulls a jar out of a dresser drawer. 



“Time for your medicine, honey!” the woman coos, dancing around the empty bed. She 

nimbly leaps onto the mattress and bends down to spoon the jar’s contains into thin air. “I’m 

sorry that it’s taking so long to get you more. Yes, I know I put my game ahead of your health 

and future. Please don’t be angry. I thought the kitty would help bring in fresher game, but she’s 

too unruly and stubborn. Not as easy to play with as the puppy was. I promise to get you a lot 

more in a day or two. Just hold on for a little bit longer.” 

Gemma watches Dawn plant a kiss on the tip of one of the unicorn pillows before tossing 

the jar onto a nightstand. The camera flickers when a groan drifts from the audio, but she cannot 

tell if the sound is from the other woman or a hiding figure. Making another adjustment, the 

image switches to the walk-in closet and then to the kitchen. One of the ravens is out of its cage 

and hopping across the stove until it disappears into a shadow. Another camera takes over the 

screen, showing the living room where the television is playing cartoons. Gemma zooms in on 

the couch and squints because she swears there is an indent on the cushions. Before she can 

make sense of things, the camera changes back to the master bedroom. 

“You don’t mean that,” Dawn coos as she curls up on half of the bed. She is running her 

hand around the sheets and stretches her neck to nuzzle the open space next to her. “Raven’s 

Hold was so boring and you never left the basement. I also had to share you with Grace or any of 

your flings. Once you’re better, we can go wherever you want. With the strength you’ve given 

me, I can make everything right again. Just sleep with me by your side and everything will feel 

better in the morning.” 

“What the hell is going on?” Gemma mutters as her laptop goes black. Running her finger 

around the mouse pad and hitting buttons does nothing more than cause the machine to beep in 

protest. “I just bought you three months ago. You’re supposed to be powerful enough to handle 

all of this.” 

The television turns on to show a shrieking ghost chasing two girls down a hallway, the 

movie causing Gemma to leap out of her chair. Searching for the remote, she is vaguely aware of 

a faint crackling noise. Looking back at the table, the detective sees that the thermos of water has 

frozen. Turning the television off and returning to her chair, she reaches out to tap the container, 

but stops when the laptop comes to life. All of the cameras are being attacked by the ravens 

while Dawn shouts for them to go to sleep. Gemma catches glimpses of her enemy as she runs 

from room to room and flails wildly at her pets. It takes a minute for her to realize that the 



woman is following a path that is not possible. At one point, Dawn is in the main bathroom and 

in the next she is racing across the master bedroom. 

A burst of static is all the warning Gemma gets before a yawning face swallows all of the 

screams and emits a bone-chilling screech. She is falling back when the frozen thermos explodes 

with enough force to destroy the laptop and table. Tiny shards of ice hit Gemma in the face as 

she crashes to the carpeted floor. With blood trickling down her cheeks, the detective attempts to 

get up and reach her phone. The chair is yanked toward the balcony door that opens to let in a 

sweltering breeze. She is kicked into the air by an invisible foot and cranes her neck to watch the 

chair skid to a stop. Gemma feels one of the curtains wrap around her leg before her head bangs 

off the metal railing and everything goes black.



Chapter 9 

“Where am I?” Gemma asks, her eyes opening to a bright light and mottled ceiling. As she 

regains her senses, she can hear people talking and rushing around on the other side of a black 

curtain. “Smells like a hospital. Is anybody here?” 

“Good to see you’re awake and alive, kitty,” Dawn replies, leaning into the other woman’s 

line of vision. Wearing a nurse outfit, the hotelier holds up a mirror to reveal that one of 

Gemma’s eyes is bandaged. “Now we’re mirror images of each other. Good thing the people 

below you were awake. I guess you drank too much and stumbled. The curtain wrapped around 

your leg was the only thing to stop you from falling. You’re welcome for putting in the very long 

ones that people argued are a fire hazard. By the way, thank you for checking in on my husband 

two days ago. We really appreciate it.” 

“He wasn’t in the penthouse,” the detective replies while sitting up. Her fingers numb, she 

touches a tender bump on her head and a few nearly healed wounds on her face. “Something 

exploded and I was hit by the shrapnel. Then I got thrown through the open doors. I should call 

my partner and boss to check in.” 

With cold hands, Dawn eases Gemma back onto the bed and delivers a playful kiss on the 

bandages. A throbbing ache runs down the right side of the detective’s body and causes her leg 

to jerk. Ignoring the pain, she wrestles away from her enemy and gets as far away as she can 

without freeing herself from the patient monitor. Her entire body feels like it is on fire from the 

sudden movement, so she grips a chair to avoid collapsing to the floor. Tasting blood in her 

mouth, Gemma runs her tongue around her teeth to find that one of her incisors is missing and 

the wound has reopened. 

“I already called your precinct and they agreed to put your case on hold until you were well 

enough to participate. Max had to be put on an easy burglary case, but he hasn’t continued 

without you,” Dawn explains as she goes about making the bed. Pulling a perfume bottle out of 

her bottle, she sprays it around the sheets instead of getting new ones from a nearby cart. “So I 

think I know what happened. We had a power surge that night and it must have made your 

computer go boom. The sudden pain made you stumble through the open balcony doors and you 

fell after getting tangled in the curtains. You hit your head on the railing of your neighbors and 

they pulled you in to safety.” 



“Then you brought me to the hospital,” Gemma says to finish the story. She pulls the 

window curtain back and is surprised to see the same view from Heaven’s Nest. “We’re still in 

your hotel? This equipment and all of the sounds I hear make me think of a hospital. What is 

going on?” 

“I had a floor that wasn’t being used, so I made it an on-site medical facility.” 

“That’s ridiculous.” 

“You’re our first real patient, so please fill out the survey when you leave.” 

“What is wrong with you?” 

“I’m a visionary genius in a world full of mundane fools.” 

The bluntness of Dawn’s statement and a flash of anger in her face makes Gemma’s mouth 

go dry. Removing the wires and needles from her body, the detective checks the drawers for her 

clothes. She finds a set that she assumes the grinning woman brought down and struggles to 

change without removing her gown. A wave of dizziness forces her to slow down and lean 

against the bed, her eyes never straying from the curtain. Gemma tries to decipher what a 

muffled voice is saying over an intercom, but the noise is drowned out by a stampede of feet and 

single, squeaky wheelchair. Wiggling her fingers, she frowns at the sight of blood dripping from 

where a needle once was and onto the floor. Seeing some gauze, she grabs a piece and presses it 

to the small wound, which begins to burn. 

The detective is ready to make another attempt to leave when Dawn flips a postcard at her 

chest. Ignoring the piece of paper, Gemma stands and heads for the curtain, but her hand is 

struck by another postcard. Two more hit her in the head before she catches the next and tosses it 

back at the hotelier. Dawn easily snatches it out of the air and lunges forward to show off the 

picture of a tropical island. There is a bonfire in the center of several palms and a shadowy ship 

looming in from the side. Flipping the postcard to the back, she shows a photo of a treasure chest 

filled with cocktails and gold coins. Smirking like a child, Dawn repeatedly switches the pictures 

until Gemma grabs her wrist. 

“Come parghty with us at the lagoon,” the detective reads, her eyes rolling at the horrible 

pun. Twisting the other woman’s arm, she sees that her name is written on a shell next to the 

chest. “Please tell me that you’re not throwing a party for me. Do you understand how being 

enemies works? I don’t like you and I’d shoot you dead if I could. We aren’t friends, you 



maniac. Once I get evidence on you, I’m dragging you to jail. Why can’t you understand that and 

act normal?” 

“Ugh, how many times do I have to tell people this? There’s never any fun in normal!” the 

brown-haired woman replies in exasperation. She slides the postcard into Gemma’s shirt and 

pulls the curtain back to reveal a busy hospital wing. “This is a welcome back to the game 

celebration. I’ve been so worried that my husband killed you and I’d lose you, kitty. Everyone is 

invited and I assure you that you won’t be disappointed. Might be a mystery or two that requires 

a skilled detective.” 

“What are you planning, Dawn?” 

“Don’t forget to come in costume. Though you can get away with that eye patch as long as 

you color it black.” 

Wincing at the sensation of a papercut, Gemma removes the invitation from her cleavage 

and tucks it into her back pocket. She watches Dawn playfully sashay into the busy hallway and 

dance around the obstacles to reach the central desk. The detective moves to the door, but refuses 

to leave as she continues to stare at her enemy. Several nurses and doctors nod to her, none of 

them stopping long enough to speak. Gemma’s hand falls to her hip and she is surprised to find 

her firearm is there. Checking her other side, she finds her badge, which has been polished to a 

glistening shine. Unhooking the gun holster and holding it up, she can see the faint mark of 

lipstick on the black leather. 

***** 

“Excuse me, but have you seen my son?” a woman dressed like a tavern wench asks when 

Gemma steps out of the hotel. With quivering hands, she holds up her phone to show a picture of 

a young boy in a parrot costume. “He jumped off the small diving board and then I lost track of 

him. Nobody saw him in the water, so I know he’s alive. Please keep a look out for him. His 

name is Cody.” 

The detective nods and leans away from the frantic woman as she says, “I’ll watch for him 

and mention it to the staff. You should do the same. Maybe stand somewhere high where he can 

see you.” 

Nodding and clutching her phone, the guest wanders off to join her husband who is talking 

to a lifeguard. Gemma watches the couple walk around the pool and climb up a fake volcano that 

is pumping steam into the air. Spotting Dawn, the detective pushes through the crowd of pirates, 



mermaids, skeletons, wenches, and old fashioned naval officers. She notices that many people 

simply put on fake eye patches and beards while doing their best pirate imitation. Stopping at a 

table full of beer mugs and buccaneer-themed food, Gemma watches a woman dive into the pool 

and come out near the stairs. A little girl tries to do an imitation off the smaller board, several 

people waiting to help her if she is in trouble. The crowd pushes forward and blocks her view of 

the pool, so she grabs a plate of food and ducks under the rope to greet her host. 

Licking her lips and stretching across a cushioned deck chair, Dawn is dressed like an over-

the-top Pirate Queen. A fake hook is on her right hand and she deftly uses it to get at her food, 

which is being held by an unmoving staff member. Her hat is gigantic with three ostrich feathers 

coming out of the band and a pheasant tail curled out of the back. The extravagant jacket is made 

from crimson velvet and gold embroidery, a silver compass dangling on a chain that is sewn into 

one of her pockets. Polished black boots and matching pants finish the ensemble that leaves the 

detective in awe. With a friendly wave of her hook, Dawn directs her guest to a skull-adorned 

throne and taps a live parrot on the head. 

“You look like the daughter of Captain Hook and Liberace after she became obsessed with 

Jack Sparrow,” Gemma states when she sees the makeup and fake tattoos on the hotelier. She 

rubs at her own eye patch, which is nothing more than fresh bandages. “There’s a woman 

searching for her son. Is your security going to do anything about that?” 

“They’re looking and I told her to check the lost and found later,” Dawn replies while 

scratching her golden eye patch with the hook. She claims a rapier that is covered in meat and 

pineapples, the makeshift skewer too ungainly for her to easily eat from. “Maybe this was a bad 

idea. Don’t want to lose my other eye. Next time, we’ll use dirks and maybe some flintlocks 

filled with tiny candy coins. Now, what are we going to talk about? It’s always business and 

threats with you. I want us to bond tonight.” 

“I doubt we have enough in common for that to happen,” the detective says as she is handed 

her own sword. Using a cloth napkin, she pulls the first piece of beef off the blade and takes a 

bite. “The truth is that I already know some stuff about you. Born on Long Island and lost your 

father to a collapsed house. Never stood out as a child and failed to finish college. Then there 

was your time at Raven’s Hold and you came out as a successful entrepreneur. Honestly, the 

only interesting part of your life is the present.” 



Swinging her legs off the table and into Gemma’s lap, the other woman repeatedly clicks her 

heels. “I was a boring child with problems. Now I’m an exciting adult with eccentricities. It’s not 

worth talking about, so maybe you’re right that we only have the game. Such a shame because I 

have so few friends. Some of them are even real.” 

“Excuse me,” a man dressed as a pirate says as he approaches the ropes. He bows his head 

and wrings the hat in his hands, the small feather frayed beyond recognition. “I can’t find my 

daughter. Have you-” 

“No! Now stop interrupting.” 

“Could one of-” 

“No! Now if you don’t find her by midnight then grab a woman and make a new one.” 

“But-” 

“Stop interrupting and go walk the plank.” 

With tears in his eyes, the man drops his hat and wanders to the highest diving board. He 

puts out his hands for a lifeguard to bind them with rope, the restraint loose enough for him to 

easily break. The other guests let him climb the ladder and gather around the edge of the pool to 

watch him dive. It is more of a clumsy fall with flailing legs that results in a back first landing 

and a loud groan of sympathy from the crowd. The man’s arms spread upon impact and remain 

splayed even when two lifeguards fish him out of the water. Carried to the volcano, he is placed 

on one of the lower niches and handed a cocktail for his trouble. His eyes remain closed and he 

whimpers, but nobody can figure out if it is out of pain or missing his daughter. 

As the party continues, Gemma scans the guests and picks out several people who appear to 

be searching for something. They are holding out phones or wallet pictures, their faces etched 

with stress and sorrow. Whenever one of them talks to a hotel employee, they are escorted to the 

volcano, which is glowing to give the illusion of spewing lava. Turning back to Dawn, she 

notices the brief flicker of a smirk on the other woman’s face. Placing her food on the table, 

Gemma opens her mouth to speak when the parrot begins cawing like a raven. The animal only 

stops when one of the female staff members holds out a pomegranate that has already been sliced 

open. 

“You’re going to ask me what I did,” Dawn moans as she draws a flintlock pistol. Aiming 

the weapon at her mouth, she fires a jet of orange juice that makes her gag. “That was a terrible 

idea. Just like asking me that question. First of all, you can see what’s going on. No reason to ask 



for me to spell things out for you. That’s all I have. So I guess I didn’t have to say first of all. I 

probably forgot the other points.” 

“Never thought you would target children,” Gemma growls, fighting the temptation to put a 

bullet in Dawn’s head. Tearing her bandages off, she reveals her injured eye, which makes 

several people look away. “This is going too far. Either bring them back now or tell me where I 

can find them.” 

“As usual, you think me a monster when I’m merely a playful imp,” the hotelier states while 

cleaning her face. The click of the detective’s gun and feel of metal against her forehead makes 

her giggle, a burst of madness in her eye. “Unbalanced cop kills beloved businesswoman? Crazy 

officer murders innocent pillar of the community? I’m sure the headlines would be hilarious if 

you pull that trigger. None of them will mention saving the lost children. You might even be 

blamed for them being found too late.” 

“Where did you put them?” 

“Nowhere.” 

“I’m done playing your game.” 

The lights dim and a thick darkness consumes the edge of the pool as Dawn hisses, “The 

game ends when my husband and I say it is. The children were taken by someone else. How 

about you do your job and look for them? Not like anybody could get very far with so many kids 

to carry. I release you from your celebration to be a hero. Dig deep into this mystery and make 

the bad guys pay. Preferably in large denominations because banks don’t take blood and body 

parts.” 

Her ears filled with the sound of her own heartbeat, Gemma lets her thumb run along the 

hammer of her gun. With a mumbled curse, she puts the weapon away and storms out of the 

roped off area. The crowd seems to shift and move to create a winding path that leads the 

detective to the door. Staring through the door, she can see that only the two people manning the 

front desk are inside. Blinking her injured eye to see if things improve, Gemma takes a cleansing 

breath and steps into the surprisingly frigid lobby. She jumps at the sound of the door locking 

behind her, the party on the other side hard to see in the tinted glass. 

“I’m not letting you win this round, Dawn.”



Chapter 10 

Following the sounds of children laughing, Gemma walks down to the arcade where she 

finds only two teenagers making out on the air hockey table. Ignoring the oblivious couple, she 

walks among the games and searches for any sign that the kids have been in the room. The 

detective stops near the prize counter when she finds a collection of wet footprints. All of them 

are lined up with an alternating pattern of one pair facing the back and the next pointing at the 

left hand wall. Kneeling closer, Gemma sees that the two sets are connected, as if the children 

were looking forward and turned on their heels. Bigger prints are found every five feet, the shape 

oval and larger than any shoe the detective has ever seen. Judging by the positioning, she 

assumes that these are of the kidnappers, so she counts to find out how many criminals she is 

dealing with. 

Taking a picture of the marks with her phone, Gemma follows them through the arcade and 

comes to a door of frosted glass. Glancing back, she sees that the teenagers have moved their 

session to the pinball machines. Uncomfortable with the lack of backup and nobody knowing 

where she is, the detective calls Max while opening the door. She stops when she comes to a 

large indoor pool, the stench of chlorine making her eyes water. There are discarded towels and 

empty beer cans along the benches, one of which has been tipped over. Locker room doors are 

on either side, each entrance adorned with used bathing suits that are held up by tacks. Most of 

the light comes from the glass ceiling, which shows the moon looming over the building. Three 

flickering lamps are in the floor of the pool, but they do nothing more than make a trio of 

illuminated circles in the dark water. Cold puddles on the blue tiled floor make it impossible to 

continue tracking the children and their kidnappers, so Gemma is forced to carefully search the 

area. 

“Good to hear from you, Cooke,” Max says with a wide yawn. The bump of his car hitting a 

pothole jolts him to full awareness, but he still takes a long sip of coffee. “This really isn’t a 

good time. Got a call from the chief that Kate Addison is in the hospital for a breakdown. Said I 

had to visit her now or never. Doesn’t sound right to me, but I can’t take the risk after being 

diverted so much. What’s going on over there?” 

“I’m fine. Thanks for asking,” Gemma whispers, drawing her gun at the sight of a moving 

shadow. She relaxes when nothing appears, but her weapon remains out and ready to be fired at a 

moment’s notice. “Kids are being taken from a party. I’m not sure how or if Dawn is definitely 



behind it, but she certainly knows something. Tracked them to the indoor pool, but I can’t figure 

out where they could have gone. Probably have to check the locker rooms since the only door 

here is back to the arcade.” 

“Well, I won’t be any help since I’m not there,” her partner points out, his voice nearly 

drowned out by a truck. The gentle click of his turn signal can be heard over the phone and 

continues for several seconds before he talks again. “The roads aren’t very pretty out here, so I 

need to concentrate. All I can tell you is to search everywhere. If your gut says the kids are down 

there then go hunting. We both know the statistics around kidnappings and time. You have an 

advantage since you’re there and the criminals are staying onsite. Now, I have to focus on what 

I’m doing or I’ll be kissing a truck grill.” 

“Thanks and sorry to bother you, old man.” 

“Not a problem, slightly younger woman.” 

Turning around, Gemma screams and raises her weapon at the sight of a brown-haired girl 

in a swimsuit. The child is wearing deflated floaties, one of them yellow and the other pink with 

cartoon rabbits. A flood of tears pours down her face until the gun is lowered, her bawling 

turning into choking sobs. Shivering from cold and fear, the girl rushes forward to hug the 

detective and bury her face in the woman’s shirt. With a quivering arm, she points at the pool 

and tries to mouth words that come out as faint mutters. Unable to calm down, the child begins 

crying again and stomps her feet in frustration. 

“I’m here to help,” Gemma whispers, crouching to come face to face with the girl. She sees 

a hand-shaped bruise on her arm, the size telling her that at least one kidnapper is a man. “My 

name is Gemma Cooke and I’m a police officer. You’re safe now. Can you please tell me what 

happened and where the others are?” 

“The bad clowns came from under the water,” the girl answers, regaining her voice and 

tugging Gemma toward the men’s locker room. She gives one of the towels a wide berth, her 

eyes widening as blood seeps through the cloth. “They swam through a tunnel from here to the 

big pool. When we jumped off the diving board they dragged us back here where more took us 

downstairs. I got away when they were beating up a little boy who wouldn’t stop crying. They 

were using bats. You have to hurry or the others will be killed.” 

“Why would they kill their hostages?” 

“They said they wanted to make Dawn look bad.” 



“That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Nobody cares about missing adults, but a missing kid upsets everyone.” 

“You’re suddenly very calm and smart.” 

“My parents make me read the paper.” 

Gemma frees her hand from the child’s surprisingly strong grip as they entire the clean 

locker room. Every towel is neatly folded and the nearby showers are sparkling as if they have 

never been used. A single locker is closed while the rest are open to reveal an aquarium portrait 

in the back of each one. The benches are arranged in two neat rows and are bolted to the dry, 

shimmering floor. Far in the corner, Gemma can see the side of a vending machine that casts a 

rectangle of light onto the opposite wall. She steps further into the room and hears the distant 

screams of children, the noise possibly coming through the pipes that run along the ceiling. A 

dull groan plunges the locker room into near silence, the only sound a gentle hissing coming 

from a shower that has been left on. 

“Where do I go?” Gemma asks as she turns to the girl. She jumps back at the sight of a 

scarecrow, which is wearing the same clothes as the girl. “I shouldn’t be surprised about any of 

this. Still not sure how you’re doing this, Dawn, but I’m not going to be scared off by your 

tricks, magic, or whatever it is. I’m finding those kids.” 

“Excuse me, Ms. Cooke, but you have a message,” a male voice says over the intercom. The 

sound of cawing ravens erupts from the speaker above the door, the birds stopping at the sound 

of a clicking tongue. “If you are looking for the children then there is a right path and a wrong 

path. This message has been brought to you by a fan. Good luck and remember that only one of 

her eyes can see the truth.” 

“Well, that was a little more helpful than the disappearing girl,” the detective mutters as she 

checks her gun. Examining the room for clues, she walks to the middle of the room and turns in a 

circle. “Looking for a secret entrance that anybody could find, which doesn’t really make it a 

secret. Right and wrong way? Well the closed locker is on my right and the riddle could be 

playing off the other definition of the word. Seems like something Dawn would do to mess with 

me.” 

Stepping over the bench, Gemma opens the locker and finds that the back has been kicked 

in. A shadowy stairwell can be seen going to down to the beginning of a brightly lit hallway, 

which is adorned by a basement sign. Not wanting to be trapped, the detective gets a towel and 



wets it in the running shower. She threads the damp cloth between the locker door and the unit’s 

main body until she can hold both sides. The red-haired woman pulls with all of her strength 

until the polished hinges break and clatter to the ground. Leaving the door on the floor, Gemma 

carefully enters the stairwell and makes her way down the barely visible stairs. 

“I meant my right, Ms. Cooke,” the man mentions over the intercom. “Oh well. I guess the 

show will come to an end sooner rather than later.” 

***** 

The basement hallways are so bright that Gemma staggers for most of her wandering and 

runs her hand along the walls to find the turns. Carnival music is playing from speakers in the 

ceiling, the black boxes creating thick beams of shadows that the detective can step into to give 

her eyes a rest. None of the doors have handles, each one with a single word on it that range from 

yogurt to anvils. The glint of pipes and metal panels shows through areas that have lost their 

blinding white paint. An electric hum can be heard from the damaged sections, which shiver 

whenever Gemma walks too close. The sound also emanates from red doors that are all marked 

as paperwork and leave crimson paint on the fingers of anyone who touches them. Sniffing at the 

coating, the detective picks out the aromas of cherries and blood. 

Flickering lights and the creaking of a distant door gives enough of a warning that Gemma 

can brace herself for a cackling wind. It strikes her from behind and rattles the speakers, which 

briefly switch to a solitary violin playing a mournful tune. The gale becomes strong enough to 

shove her down the hallway, a violent whip pushing her around a corner. She is knocked off her 

feet and sent rolling while tiny studs grow from the floor to make it a painful journey. With the 

slam of an unseen door, the wind stops and Gemma skids to the edge of a pit that she would have 

missed if not for her foot dangling over thin air. The white sides make it impossible for her to 

gauge the size of the hole, so she turns back to retrace her steps. After a few feet, she slams into a 

mirror wall that is blocking her path. 

Not wanting to alert the kidnappers, Gemma covers her mouth to curse against her hand and 

returns to the pit. She slides her feet to avoid falling in, the opening still difficult to see even 

though she knows it is there. With her injured eye itching from the strain, she puts the bandages 

back on and is surprised to see the hallway get darker. Slightly unnerved by the sudden change, 

the detective sees that the pit is only four feet across, but the other side is nothing more than a 



thin ledge. The gaping mouth of a slide is in the far wall, which is decorated to look like the 

entrance to a circus tent. 

“No other way to go,” Gemma whispers as she puts her gun away. Wiping her hands until 

they are dry, she backs up enough to get a running start. “Leap, dive in, and slow my descent to 

avoid getting noticed. With the way things are going, I’d probably come launching out in the 

middle of the kidnappers.” 

Stretching and bouncing on her toes, Gemma takes a final look around to make sure there 

are no other paths. Releasing a long held breath, she sprints toward the pit and leaps as close to 

the edge as she can. A rush of hot air hits her from below and she swears there is a churning 

cloud of steam at the bottom of the shaft. Before she can think any more about it, the detective 

plunges through the opening and hits a plastic slide. The slick tunnel prevents her from getting a 

grip, so she races into the depths from where she can hear the carnival music and children 

laughing. Flashes of gawking faces appear along the walls, each one of a man with jet black hair 

and tight, pale skin. Attempting to stop herself, Gemma spins and takes the rest of the slide with 

her back to whatever is waiting for her. To the tense woman’s surprise, she silently lands in a pit 

of foam shapes that is surrounded by a low, padded wall. 

Shielded from view by the obstacle, Gemma carefully moves to get a look at what is an 

immense play area. Climbing nets, obstacle courses, ball pits, and every manner of entertainment 

you would find in a children’s entertainment facility can be seen. The detective hunkers down a 

little more when she spots zip lines of various heights, several kids happily soaring from one end 

to the other. A collection of trampolines in the floor makes running from one station to another 

fun, especially when the one of the circular spots spouts colorful bubbles. Even with the joyous 

atmosphere, Gemma notices that the children slip into brief moments of shivering fear. Their 

eyes routinely search out the nearest kidnapper, the six men dressed like pirate clowns and one 

out of place mime. If the kids stare for too long, the irritable criminals shout at them and 

brandish a blunt object to threaten them. Only the mime has a firearm, which he is repeatedly 

checking to make sure it is loaded and the safety is off. 

Drawing her own weapon, Gemma is about to slip behind a nearby playhouse when an 

argument breaks out. Too far away to hear the words, she watches the mime flail and sign to the 

clowns. They hurry to herd the twenty children into one of the bouncy castles and use large 

padded blocks to create a wall in front of the entrance. Still unhappy about something, the mime 



continues ranting without speaking and smacks two of the clowns for laughing. Sensing that 

tensions are running too high, Gemma steps out of her hiding place and prepares to yell at the 

criminals. Her voice stops when she sees their leader point his gun at the bouncy castle, the 

children inside screaming and hurrying to the back. Without a second thought, the detective 

raises her own weapon and shoots the mime in the head. The five clowns jump back in surprise 

as the man utters a curse and falls onto a trampoline that launches the corpses onto one of the zip 

lines. 

“This is the police! Surrender and nobody else will get hurt!” Gemma shouts, praying that 

they will listen. Clenching their blunt weapons and making squeaks with every step, the 

criminals spread out to rush the detective. “I don’t want to shoot any of you, but I will if you 

threaten me or the kids. Drop your weapons and put your hands above your head. This is your 

last warning!” 

The clowns sprint toward Gemma, so she aims and shoots at the one who is furthest away 

from the bouncy castle. Her gun makes a strange click and falls apart in her hands, which causes 

the criminals to laugh and slow down. Not wanting to get cornered, she runs toward the climbing 

wall and scales it in the hopes of jumping to the top of a large playset. A pink-haired clown 

attempts a running swing with his bat, the polished wood skimming her exposed calves. The 

glancing blow makes her skin burn, but she ignores the sensation and curls her legs to draw him 

closer. Using only her arms, it is more difficult to climb and the criminal easily gains on her. 

When he gets within reach, Gemma kicks him in the face and watches him fall to the mats 

below. To her surprise, the padded ground pivots down to drop the man into a black pit that 

swallows him whole. 

Leaping to the playset, the detective clambers into what is a kitchen playset and sees that a 

sad-faced clown is already inside. The man lifts his bat to hit her, but the chamber is so small 

that he hits the ceiling and drops the weapon. Kicking him in the groin and elbowing him in the 

face, Gemma spots a slide and shoves the criminal down. The clown sails off the far end and hits 

a climbing nets, which shreds him into pieces like it is made out of razors. Scrambling down the 

ladder, the detective vaults over another enemy and hits a trampoline that gives enough for her to 

land comfortably. The fat clown cautiously moves around the circle and waves for his friends to 

help cut off the woman’s escape. Gemma jumps over a swing aimed at her knees and is sent 



flying into bouncy castle by the trampoline. Behind her, she can hear the man choking and 

gagging as his throat is filled with sticky bubbles that become acid when they pop. 

“The hell kind of play area is this?” Gemma asks as she watches a short clown crawl into the 

bouncy castle. Not wanting to fight with such awkward footing, she scrambles out a door in the 

back. “This place is insane. What is going on here?” 

As if in response to her question, the inflatable house rapidly deflates and traps the clown 

inside its folds. The man flails and shoves in an attempt to get out, but his movements become 

slower and less noticeable as the seconds tick by. A hissing runs along the edge of the collapsed 

structure, which fuses to protect even oxygen from getting inside. What little is inside is release 

through the last hole that is sealed by a faint spark. His bat manages to break free right before he 

runs out of air and stops moving, the weapon remaining still on the ground. 

The final criminal is unsure if he should continue chasing Gemma or retreat through one of 

the double doors on the other side of the room. Backing away from the detective, he trips over a 

toy train and plunges into a ball pit. With a muffled scream, his hand bursts from below and tries 

to grip the edge of the hole. A loud sucking sound echoes throughout the room as the man is 

swallowed and the plastic orbs gradually stop shifting. Staring at the ravenous ball pit, Gemma 

makes her way to the where the children are trapped and frees them. The entire time, she gets the 

sense that something is watching her and laughing at the fear growing in her chest. 

***** 

Reporters are already waiting upstairs as Gemma and the children are led out of the 

basement by several police officers. The bodies of the criminals are still downstairs, the doorway 

quickly blocked off with tape and two large security guards. Whispers that the kidnappers were 

the same group of young men causing trouble in the pool during the day is spreading throughout 

the lobby. Rumors fly about in regards to their reasons and how they died, very few believing 

that a single detective could defeat them. All of the guests are being held back, except for the 

parents who are allowed to rush forward and claim their child. Not wanting to deal with 

questions and still processing what she has seen, Gemma takes advantage of the public reunions 

and slips into the nearest stairwell. 

“Not interested in being a celebrated hero?” Dawn asks as she walks down from the upper 

floor. No longer wearing her pirate costume, she is dressed in an elegant gown of amber stain 

and a matching tiara. “Thank you for solving that so quickly. I was worried we would have a real 



problem on our hands. My husband says he had nothing to do with it, but how else could those 

men have found the abandoned play area and funhouse? I’m sure he meant well, but he’s been 

rather crabby.” 

“I don’t have the patience for you,” Gemma replies in a tired voice. Moving further up the 

stairs, she finds herself blocked by the other woman’s leg. “You expect me to believe it was an 

abandoned funhouse? That was a place of death. Maybe the kids were too light to set off the 

traps or they activated when I went through the slide entrance. Either way, that place makes no 

sense.” 

“Might not have been one of our better ideas,” the hotelier says with a shrug. Hopping onto 

the railing, she slides down a few steps to stand behind her playmate. “It isn’t easy keeping this 

place fresh and interesting. I have plans for a movie theater and maybe a horseback riding area if 

I buy the park across the-” 

“Goodnight, Dawn,” the detective mutters before heading up the stairs. She can feel a boring 

stare on her back and pauses without turning around. “I’m tired and have a lot on my mind. To 

you this is a game, but to me it’s my job. You’re a monster who needs to be stopped. For some 

reason, I’m the only one in that position.” 

“Do you want another riddle?” 

“I never solved the last one.” 

“Of course you did. I think.” 

“I don’t care anymore.” 

“But you need to play the game.” 

Heading back down the stairs, Gemma punches Dawn in the face and is surprised to find 

that the woman continues smiling. She backs away as her enemy licks the blood off a split lip, 

the crimson liquid appearing to transform into lipstick. Fearing that a reporter will hear the 

scuffle and investigate, the detective puts her hands in her pockets and disappears up the 

shadowy stairwell. She vaguely hears fluttering wings below and glances over the railing, 

expecting to see a raven. Instead, Dawn remains standing where Gemma left her, the brown-

haired hotelier staring forward and whispering to herself. There is no sign of a bird beyond a 

circle of feathers around the brown-haired woman’s bare feet. With a wide yawn, the detective 

heads to her room and leaves the mumbling hotelier behind.



Chapter 11 

“Are you sure this is okay, ma’am?” Max asks as he is led down the sterile hallway. He sees 

other patients resting in their rooms or the common areas, all of them wearing the same white 

gown. “I know you treat sensitive cases here, so I fully understand if you want me to come back 

another time. Honestly, I’m not exactly thrilled that my boss is pushing this. Give him a day and 

he’ll probably change his mind.” 

“That may be true, but he was very adamant about the situation,” the nurse replies with a 

calming smile. Stopping at a locked room, she fumbles with her keys while someone on the other 

side taps at the frosted glass. “Kate comes and goes, so she might be better and home by the end 

of the day. It’s been like this for about ten years. Nobody ever comes to visit, so maybe you will 

cheer her up.” 

“That would be the highlight of my week,” the detective mutters while they wait for the 

tapping to stop. The noise shifts to a banging rhythm that Max recognizes as a popular lullaby 

from nearly forty years ago. “Not sure if you’ve lived in the area for a while, but do you know 

anything about her daughter? She’s a person of interest and we’re trying to find information 

about her past to help with a case.” 

The nurse turns a little pale, her hand gripping the key instead of turning it. “Lived in 

Riverhead all my life and I went to school with Dawn. She was quiet and didn’t have many 

friends. I’d like to say she was normal, but people didn’t really go near her. We always saw her 

talking to herself and the world felt creepy when she was around. Beyond that, I couldn’t tell you 

anything about her.” 

“Thanks. Figured it was worth asking.” 

“If it helps, Kate has been very calm and talkative this morning.” 

“Hope she stays that way.” 

The woman inside hurries to her bed as the door opens, her eyes wide when Max walks into 

the room. Kate Addison’s brown hair is a tangled mess that rolls down to her waist and is has 

crayons stuck in many of the knots. Her white gown has been colored with child-like pictures, 

most of which are people and birds. She does her best to smile, but the corners of her lips 

repeatedly threaten to turn it into a frown. In contrast to her disheveled clothes and hair, Kate’s 

nails are beautifully done in red and orange. She puts her back against the wall and folds her 

legs, her hands gently tapping rhythmically on her knees. 



Max takes note of the bandages around her wrists while he claims the only chair in the 

room. He gulps down a lump in his throat as the nurse leaves the door open and moves far 

enough away that she can only hear loud voices. Pulling out his phone, the detective prepares to 

record their conversation, but is surprised to see that it is out of power. Max realizes that it is for 

the best since Kate is staring at the device like it is a gun aimed at her head. He puts it away and 

rubs his eyes while clearing his mind in the hopes of remembering everything that the woman 

tells him. 

“I am detective Max Boros and I’m investigating a case where your daughter is a prime 

suspect,” he explains, watching Kate’s face for reactions. A spark of fear is in her dilated eyes, 

but it is quickly replaced by anger. “We are looking into her past for signs of a pattern or an 

explanation for what is going on. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but we could 

really use some help getting insight. Your daughter is very guarded, so I’m sorry to say that you 

might be our only source of information. Sorry for the rambling, but I’m trying to figure out the 

best approach for this. I don’t want to upset you, ma’am.” 

“It also sounds like you don’t want to be here, Mr. Boros,” the woman says with a sudden 

smirk. Drawing a green crayon from her hair, she lazily reaches out to draw on the wall. “I 

haven’t heard from my daughter since she moved out of the house. Not unless you count 

unsigned Mother’s Day cards. Can you tell me what she’s suspected of?” 

The detective scratches his chin as he considers sharing that information, but senses that she 

already knows the answer. “Several murders and disappearances that took place in her hotel. We 

don’t know if she did them herself, hired somebody, or if this mysterious husband is behind the 

whole thing. Right now, she’s our top suspect because whenever we catch a killer, the incidents 

keep coming.” 

With a chuckle, Kate gets off the bed and goes to the desk, which she climbs on top of to see 

through a high window. She can see a river surrounded by reeds and picks out the spot that she 

once took her daughter to feed some ducks. The birds can be seen outside as rain begins to 

trickle down, leaving trails along the glass. For a terrifying moment, the woman swears she sees 

Dawn standing on the water, but the vision disappears after a few blinks. Returning to the bed, 

she lies down with her feet on the pillow and her eyes locked on the ceiling. 

“I never wanted the child. We were too young and he was just starting to move up in his 

career,” Kate explains as she scratches at her bandages. She ignores the sense of being watched, 



which is a feeling that has persisted for years even with proper medication. “Thought we used all 

the protection we could, but it still happened. Tried to abort her, but Dawn remained strong. I 

even lied and paid money to get two more attempts with the same result. Drank heavily, started 

smoking, and did whatever I could outside of having my optimistic husband beat me. He kept 

talking about making it work and he got his way when the baby arrived. Even when she was a 

few hours old, I knew she was wrong. Something in her cries made my stomach twist.” 

“I’m not sure this information is relevant,” Max blurts out, unnerved by the rising venom in 

the woman’s voice. His mouth goes dry when she glares at him and he reaches up to push his 

glasses back up. “My apologies. All I mean is that I don’t see how this would influence your 

daughter due to her age at the time. We did learn that you raised her instead of putting her up for 

adoption.” 

“My husband stopped me and look where that got him. Dawn and her imaginary friend 

collapsed a house because he sent her to bed without dessert,” the woman says, turning to stare 

wide-eyed at the detective. Taking two crayons out of her tresses, she makes matching spirals 

that eventually become a tangled mess. “That’s when I knew I was trapped with her until she 

decided to leave. Had to do homeschooling after a kid she claimed was bullying her in first grade 

went missing. She told me Corvus did it to prove a point. That’s her imaginary husband who 

comes and goes depending on her mood. Anyway, I knew it could get me in trouble if she was 

allowed in public. Dawn eventually wore me down by the age of thirteen and I was on some 

powerful meds that made me forget what kind of creature I brought into this world. Two if you 

count Corvus, but I usually don’t bother with that ghost.” 

“So is your daughter the devil or something?” 

“I wish. The devil would be a blessing compared to Dawn.” 

“Think I’ve heard all I need to hear.” 

“If you don’t believe me then go to our old home. A lot of stuff is still there because nobody 

dares to go inside.” 

“Thanks. I hope you get better and can leave here soon.” 

Kate breaks into maniacal laughter, which draws the nurses into the room with syringes to 

calm her down. Max hurries into the hallway as the woman snatches one of the needles and jams 

it into her own neck. Her eyes flutter from the medication, but she does not fall. Moving faster 

than anyone expected, Kate wrestles away two more of the syringes and plunges them into her 



temples. Twitching and gurgling, she collapses onto the bed where the workers fight to keep her 

alive. 

***** 

Ravens sit in the leafless, solitary tree as Max approaches the abandoned house. The 

collapsed side is nothing more than rotted wood and crumbled stone. Pieces of rusty appliances 

are scattered about the wreckage, which is swarming with insects. Shards of glass are around the 

edge of the area, several of the pieces stabbed into the earth like daggers. A trio of mice scurry 

out from under the wood and race to the nearest bush before a hungry raven can catch them. 

Only two make it to safety while the third is snatched off the ground by a bird that is faster than 

Max’s eyes can follow. The standing part of the house is protected on the damaged side by a tarp 

that remains still even when the wind blows. Cracked paint and rotted shingles show the 

building’s age and lack of maintenance. Webs cover the windows that are barely held in place by 

frames that are soft enough to push a finger into. Two bricks can be seen on the roof, the final 

parts of a chimney that is now collapsed and covered by dirt. 

To Max’s amazement, the front door does not fall off its rusty hinges and he simply steps 

through the entrance. An electric buzz runs throughout his body, reminding him of the time he 

got a mild shock from changing a light bulb. Creaking can be heard from every room, but there 

are thuds upstairs that make him think animals are upstairs. The few furnishings left behind reek 

of mildew and urine, which Max assumes are from cats like the dead one he sees in a nearby 

fireplace. Pictures line the walls, but all of them are empty and broken, the glass shattered in 

identical patterns. Grabbing his phone, he sends a quick text to Gemma along with a photo of 

everything he sees. 

“I’d call, but I don’t want to lose power again,” Max mutters while he jams a piece of wood 

under the door. He tests the stairs that were cut in half by the collapse, the wood giving an inch 

when he puts his full weight on it. “Even in daylight this place is creepy. Again, I wish I was in 

your shoes, Cooke, because a fancy hotel beats this every day. Even if you’re the guest of a 

psychopath.” 

Seeing nothing of interest downstairs, Max carefully climbs to the top floor. The stairs creak 

and crack beneath his feet, threatening to fall away. He glances over the edge to see that he 

would plunge into a collection of jagged wood, so he walks as carefully as possible. By the time 

he reaches stable ground, the detective is sweating and gasping for breath. Pushing the first door 



open, he finds a bathroom with a sunken floor that is flooded with rain water. Croaking frogs 

jump around the foul-smelling pools, their tadpoles giving the illusion of shifting darkness 

beneath the surface. Taking a picture and moving on, Max searches a closet full of decaying 

towels and old cleaning supplies. The remains of a photo album is in the back, but the only thing 

that has survived intact is a picture of Dawn as a newborn. 

“One more door,” Max whispers, noticing that there is light coming from inside. He gently 

opens the door and stands in awe within the doorway. “What the hell?” 

The spotless room of a small child is meticulously laid out, complete with colorful curtains 

that billow regardless of the lack of a breeze. Crayon drawings cover the walls, which are wood 

panels that gleam with fresh polish and are found nowhere else in the house. Taking pictures as 

he goes, Max finds clean clothes in the drawers and fresh school supplies in the desk. A hat rack 

in the corner shows markings similar to those one would see on a wall when measuring the 

height of a growing child. Tiny glass figurines of unicorns and ravens are along the two 

windowsills, the animals put into pairs that look outside. 

Looking under the perfectly made bed, Max finds several boxes that are filled with toys that 

are mostly naked dolls. When he takes a picture, the flash reveals a hole in the floor that is big 

enough for him to hook the plank with his finger. He pulls out a long, cardboard box that is 

covered in birthday wrapping paper and adorned with a black bow. Drawing a pocketknife, the 

detective carefully opens the old present and pulls out a full-sized wedding dress and tuxedo. The 

clothes are still in pristine condition, so he lays them on the bed. Turning them over, he finds one 

has a post-it with Dawn’s name on it and the other has a similar note for Corvus. Squinting at the 

faded papers, he can barely make out that was once something else written on them. Reaching 

into the plastic coverings, Max pulls them out and finds a pencil to help reveal the lost 

information. 

“For the love of god!” he shouts when his phone goes off. Seeing that it is Gemma, he 

answers and puts the device on speakerphone. “Hope you’re enjoying all these pictures. I talked 

to Kate Addison who considers her daughter a monster. Not evil human, but a genuine creature 

of darkness. Seems she tried to abort the baby three times and failed. I’ve no idea what to make 

of any of her ramblings since you’d think she was talking about ghosts or whatever this would 

count as. Oh, and the husband is an imaginary friend named Corvus. His name is on a bunch of 



the drawings and this tuxedo I found. Trying to find out what the faded scribbles are. Any news 

on your end?” 

“I’m just tired, old man,” Gemma replies with a yawn. He can hear her putting ice into an 

empty glass and hopes she is not drinking before lunch. “I’ve no idea how to explain what 

happened last night, but maybe her mother is right. What if we’re doing with something that isn’t 

human?” 

“Then we catch her and let a jury figure out the next step,” Max replies in a half-hearted 

attempt at humor. He scowls at what he sees on the papers, unsure of their meaning due to the 

messy handwriting. “The note for Dawn has a ‘B’ followed by one nine eight zero. The one for 

Corvus has a ‘B’ followed by one nine eight one. These mean anything to you? I’ll send you a 

picture in case the way they’re written is important.” 

“I’ll look them over at breakfast.” 

“Probably going to bring these clothes to the precinct.” 

“Just be-” 

The phone is cut off by static that turns into a screeching wail that rattles the windows and 

door. When the device sputters and jumps to the floor, Max leaves it behind and goes to gather 

the clothes into his arms. To his surprise, the empty sleeves whip at him and create burning welts 

with their buttons. Backing away, he is knocked into the wall when one of the windows explodes 

outwards by a powerful gust of wind. The ravens can be heard cawing as they circle the building 

and wait for the chaos to end. Another gale comes out of the hallway and whips around the room 

to remove all of the pictures from the walls. Churning and howling, the pages become a 

condensed twister that the detective can barely see his way through. 

“This is-”, Max starts to say before his throat is slit by one of the flying papers. Holding his 

hand to the gushing wound, he collapses near his phone that has stopped screeching. Unable to 

respond to Gemma’s shouting beyond wet gurgles, he opens a photo of his family and stares at it 

until his eyes close.



Chapter 12 

“What’s happening, Max? Are you still there?” Gemma asks in a panic. Sitting at the bar, 

she pushes her drink away and heads for a corner table to avoid the curious stares of those 

around her. “It sounds like a tornado over there. Did something shatter? Come on, old man, and 

talk to me.” 

With an old-fashioned click, the phone turns off and begins rapidly pinging as twenty photos 

arrive. Gemma cycles through the pictures that are mostly of a hazy figure standing amid a storm 

of blurred papers. One shows her the dress and tuxedo, which she thinks are hanging from a rack 

until she zooms in to their necklines. The clothing is hovering off the ground, each one having an 

arm around the waist of the other. Feeling sick and anxious, the pale detective swipes to the final 

picture. She nearly crushes the phone when she sees Max’s body in a pool of his own blood, a 

narrow slit across his neck. A serene smile is on his face, but the image remains agonizing to his 

partner. 

“This is my fault,” Gemma whispers as her quivering hand puts the phone down. Grazing 

the screen, she moves to a picture with Dawn’s name and the string of numbers. “If I hadn’t kept 

pushing this case then you would still be alive. I should have stopped when things got weird or 

done the investigation myself. Probably can’t even call the precinct or your family to let them 

know without causing more trouble. The worst part is I’ve seen so much death and insanity lately 

that I can’t bring myself to cry. All I can think of doing is putting an end to this, but I don’t even 

know where to start. What did you find that got you killed?” 

Scrolling through the pages, Gemma zooms in on the drawings to see if they have any 

common theme. She feels ridiculous analyzing the scribbles of a child, especially since they tell 

her nothing more than Corvus has been with Dawn for decades. It is not until she comes back to 

the notes and switches from one to the other. Squinting at the screen, she enlarges part of it to 

find that Max missed some pieces of the missing information. Gemma tries every filter she can 

find in the simple photo program until she catches a ghost of two letters. Seeing the ‘D’ and ‘O’ 

makes her take a shuddering breath and believe that her partner died getting her the last piece of 

information she needed to face her enemy. Staring at the image, she still struggles to come up 

with a theory that would explain everything. 

“Date of birth for Dawn is 1980 and it’s 1981 for Corvus,” Gemma says, noticing that a 

waiter is bringing her a free drink. She turns off the phone to prevent the man from spying on her 



and pretends to take a sip of the rum. “What is so important about Dawn being older than her 

husband? It’s only by a year too. Not like she would be the first woman to marry a younger man. 

This has to mean something else.” 

With a giggling ringtone, Gemma’s phone goes off and she looks to see that Dawn is trying 

to call her. Not wanting to lose her train of thought, she ignores the call and closes her eyes to 

concentrate. The first thing she imagines is Max dying on the floor, so snaps out of what was the 

beginning of a trance. Confused on how her mind drifted away so quickly, Gemma is about to 

stand when her phone goes off with a loud barking noise. Muttering a curse, she turns the device 

off and tries to figure out where she can go for privacy. There appears to be a lot more people in 

the hotel and she wonders if people have been drawn to the location because of all the murders 

and disappearances. For a moment, the detective considers that such an outcome was Dawn’s 

goal the entire time. Remembering how much the woman loves her game of murder, Gemma has 

her doubts about this being about money. 

When the phone goes off a third time, the noise is a raging scream that sends a crack through 

the back of the protective case. Gemma jumps at the thrashing in her back pocket and struggles 

to get the device free. The machine is hot to the touch and threatens to melt her skin, but it cools 

once she answers. A calm sigh drifts from the other end of the phone and mixes with the rumble 

of distant thunder. 

“I’m so sorry to hear about your partner,” Dawn says, pausing to let the sound of clinking 

glasses carry over the phone. She blows a kiss that leaves a faint spot of wetness on the red-

haired woman’s cheek. “Anyway, now we have nobody else to get in our way. He made the 

mistake of talking to my mother and getting her opinion on me. Thought she would only mumble 

incoherently and not send him to a place that people should stay away from. Now about my next 

riddle.” 

“Save your breath and leave me to do my job,” Gemma angrily snaps. She is about to hang 

up the phone, but her temper and stress gets the best of her. “You know what? To hell with your 

psychotic game. I’m coming up there right now, Dawn. Either I’m going to arrest you or shoot 

you in the head. My mood and interest in keeping my job will determine your fate. No amount of 

crazy crap is going to get in my way unless you strike me dead here. Then that ends even the 

remote chance of your sick fun continuing. So get your affairs in order and kiss that imaginary 

husband of yours good-bye.” 



A growing light gives Gemma enough of a warning to toss the phone away, the device 

exploding and scaring everyone in the lobby. With a terrifying screech, the angel statue’s wings 

spin and the body gradually melts into molten metal. Several people standing too close are 

scalded and their screams cause people to rush the doors. All of the exits are locked and those 

who grab the handles for too are electrocuted. The shock is not enough to kill them, but they 

collapse in a twitching heap that makes escaping more difficult. Another chorus of shouting 

erupts from outside where the pool is boiling enough to fill the area in choking steam. Those 

unable to get out of the water fast enough are cooked, their bodies floating on the surface like 

disturbing buoys. Fear and panic is setting in as the guests swarm the stairs and elevators in the 

hopes of finding an upper window to jump from. Explosions from the restaurant sends food 

flying into the lobby while those in the bar are left to drown in a rising flood of alcohol. Through 

it all, the employees continue to do their jobs as if people are not dying around them. 

Sprinting toward Dawn’s private elevator, Gemma is unnerved by how easy it is for her to 

get through the crowd. The doors open as she comes around the front desk, but a desperate 

couple rush on before the detective can get there. With a loud snap, the cables give way and the 

lift plummets into the depths of the building. Gemma can hear the guests’ screams echoing 

throughout the dark shaft as she comes to the edge. A ladder is on the far wall and she can see 

that her badge is hanging from one of the rungs. Taking the invitation, she leaps over the pit and 

begins the long climb toward her enemy. 

***** 

“I hope you realize that shooting her might not work,” Max says as he looms out of the solid 

wall. The yellow-tinted ghost scratches at the gash across his throat, which drips harmless, star-

like blood. “You only have two choices, Cooke. Go back downstairs and call to apologize or 

keep climbing and make things worse. I guess you could climb up and apologize in person. That 

might be better.” 

“Nice try, but Max wouldn’t suggest any of those options,” Gemma replies while she hooks 

her arm around the ladder. A violent tremor shakes the building and a cart full of towels falls into 

the shaft. “I take it you’re listening, Dawn. At first, I thought all of this was done by special 

effects or hallucinogenic gases that are pumped throughout the building. Then I went to that 

abandoned play area. Made no sense that the kids were safe while the kidnappers were stumbling 

into traps. Let’s remember that they had to have been down there for hours, so why didn’t they 



set anything off before? I’m thinking it was for my benefit because you don’t want me to leave 

the game. That means, you’re not going to kill me until you have to.” 

“Does she have to?” asks the phantom while drifting toward a door. Max throws them open 

in time for a woman to fall backwards and plunge into the shadows. “Guess you’re not going to 

shoot her. What about Corvus? Any plan for him?” 

“You will find out when I get there, Addison.” 

“My name is Max.” 

“Max is dead and I’m not in the mood for this game.” 

The spirit shrieks as it is torn in half, balled up like a piece of paper, and launched through 

the distant ceiling. With a dull groan, a metal flower pot from the rough falls into the fresh hole 

and rapidly bounces around the shaft. Gemma watches to see if it will hit her, but the movements 

are too chaotic to be sure. Clambering up a few more feet, the detective leaps for the open 

doorway and scrambles onto solid ground. She is about to take a look at the flower pot when it 

hits the ladder and ricochets toward her. With less than a second to react, she jumps to the side 

with enough force to go through the wall. She scrambles back into the hallway in time to see 

another guest emerge and get decapitated by the projectile. The body scratches where its head 

used to be, shrugs, and returns to its room as if nothing has happened. 

“Still have forty floors to go,” Gemma mutters while she wipes what she thinks is plaster 

dust off her clothes. Getting some in her mouth, she is surprised to find that the powder is really 

sugar. “If your intention is to make me continue playing the game then you’re failing. How about 

you act like an adult for once and tell me what’s going on? None of these shocking events that 

have become tedious. Just stop throwing this tantrum and we’ll talk.” 

“Do you promise to listen?” Dawn asks from a loudspeaker. 

“As long as you stop hurting everyone.” 

“Consider it done, but the doors stay locked.” 

“How do I get up?” 

Grinding gears echo from the elevator shaft as a platform rises, smears of blood on the tiles 

from those that fell. Stepping onto the shaky lift, Gemma rubs her badge and stares into the 

darkness above. A black feather falls on her face before small lights appear in place of the 

missing ladder. Their shadows moving along the ground, the ravens fly in tight circles that 

mesmerize the detective. She shakes her head clear when the platform moves, the corners 



creating sparks as they drag along the walls. The ascent is slow and jerky, which makes Gemma 

fear that she has walked into a trap and will be dropped at any second. She stands with her legs 

wide and changes her position whenever the platform dips even an inch. 

A chorus of snake-like hisses makes the detective draw her gun and watch for serpents 

falling from above. Instead, all of the doors open and she drifts by to see the guests returning to 

their rooms. None of the people notice Gemma as they march out of the stairwells, their faces 

devoid of emotion. Whenever she passes the hospital floor, she sees that all of the employees are 

standing in the hallway. The unmoving figures resemble statues with their heads tilted back to 

stare at the ceiling and arms spread out. As the detective continues to the penthouse, the only 

sounds that remain are the cawing of ravens. 

***** 

The platform stops at the penthouse and tilts to gently slide Gemma through the open 

doorway. She finds herself standing in a narrow room with a single door that is made of dented 

metal and a small, frosted window. A pulse of fear stops her from taking another step until the 

ravens swarm in from the elevator shaft. Their wings graze her skin while they fly back and 

forth, their movements blocking Gemma off from going anywhere besides through the quivering 

door. With no other choice, she enters the penthouse and finds that there is nothing besides the 

master bedroom. The windows no longer have their glass, allowing a high wind to churn through 

the room and move the sheets on the vacant bed. All of the dresser drawers have been opened to 

reveal colonies of moths and the remains of clothing. The smell of paint draws Gemma’s 

attention to the walk-in closet, which is empty and colored a bright crimson. The flushing of a 

rattling toilet comes from the direction of the small bathroom, but there is no door that would 

give access to the room. 

Alone and dressed in white, Dawn sits on the edge of the bed and gently strokes the empty 

space next to her. For a moment, the sheets seem to billow up into the form of a person, but 

deflates to make Gemma think it is nothing more than the constant wind. Two ravens sit on the 

headboard, only one of them moving while the other remains so still that it could be mistaken for 

being stuffed. Spinning the spoon in her free hand, Dawn dips it into a nearby jar and scoops up 

some of the jellified brain that is inside. She holds the bite over the pillow for several seconds 

before frowning and tossing the utensil out the window. The active raven soars after the shiny 



object, snatching it in its beak and obediently returning it to the hotelier. With a sigh, she returns 

the spoon to the jar and plants a passionate kiss on the pillow that lingers for a minute. 

“My husband doesn’t like taking his medicine when company is watching,” Dawn explains 

as she comes within a few inches of her guest. She touches the detective’s crimson hair, her 

fingers leaving a glistening trail of dew. “Now, we need to discuss how the game will proceed, 

kitty. My husband can make the guests return to normal and forget the unpleasantness. Those 

who lost loved ones will believe they are here to mourn the loss, which happened somewhere 

else. All neat, tidy, and other words that mean the same thing. This still doesn’t tell me what to 

do about you. Wiping your memory means we start from scratch and we’ve come too far in our 

relationship to shake that Etch-A-Sketch of a brain in your widdle, bitty skull. My suggestion is 

that you take a day to inform your partner’s family about his death, pick up some fresh clothes, 

and meet me in the morning for another round. This time, I have this glorious test that involves 

an arsonist.” 

Gemma steps around the other woman, her good eye locked on the empty bed. “You have an 

entire building full of hostages. Not to mention, I’m on the top floor and have already been 

launched out of your building once. Keep in mind that the instant you lose your leverage over 

me, I’ll take you out.” 

“Still so angry. Did somebody spritz you with a water bottle?” asks the grinning woman 

before her eye patch blinks. Opening her mouth to speak, Dawn stops and stomps her foot as if 

she is being scolded. “I will not let me new pet go. Stop arguing with me, dear, because you’re 

too weak. No, I won’t give any of your power back until you apologize. Telling me I’m pretty 

doesn’t count because you tell me that all the time. You know exactly what I want. Well, if I 

make the unicorn myself then it isn’t you giving me a present. Take a note, kitty. Sometimes you 

have to force romance in a relationship.” 

“I’ll take your word for it,” the detective replies in a dull voice. She squirms against the 

sensation of ants crawling around her skin and rolls up her sleeves to find one of the insects on 

each arm. “So, why is your husband sick with? Also, where is he?” 

“Corvus is in the bed. Maybe he’s just being shy with you,” Dawn answers, a bead of sweat 

running down the side of her head. Grabbing the jar of brains, she tries again to find her invisible 

husband and meets with the same failure. “Being away from Raven’s Hold has made him very 

weak. Too much normalcy in the world for him to stay healthy. You see, he has the power to 



make everything a reality, which forced him to hide from humanity. He never thought his 

isolation would have side-effects. My husband was away for too long and now he needs to eat 

brain pieces to survive. Harvested just after the kill when they’re warm and still holding the burst 

of insanity that comes with facing death. Still, I hope one day to find a thalamus that will cure 

him completely. A special one that sings to our minds and allows me to give him back his great 

power.” 

“Maybe it’s me.” 

“I considered that, but you’re too normal.” 

“Then, why am I even worth your time?” 

“Because the truth is in your face and you still cling to what you think is real.” 

“Sounds like a compliment.” 

“Just a more eloquent way of calling you an idiot.” 

Unsure of what else to say, Gemma turns her back on Dawn and gets within a few steps of 

the window. She rubs her badge while trying to put a finger on what feels more wrong than 

everything else she is seeing. The detective is surprised that she has become fairly numb to the 

strange happenings that surround the hotel. Whether illusions or truly the work of a supernatural 

being, she finds that none today’s events have yanked on her instincts more than something 

Dawn recently said. Fighting through a mental haze, Gemma pulls out her phone and takes 

another look at the notes from the wedding dress and tuxedo. 

“You were born in 1980,” the detective whispers more to herself than the other woman. She 

spots the hint of a frown on her enemy’s face and returns to show her the pictures. “My partner 

found these notes right before he died. This is something you don’t want other people to know, 

but I still don’t know why. You’re a year older than your husband according to these notes. Now 

they could be incorrect or I’m misinterpreting them. Still, if I’m right then Corvus couldn’t have 

been around for centuries.” 

“My bitch of a mother made those to hurt me,” Dawn hisses while backing away from the 

phone. She kneels next to the bed while a crack of thunder shakes the building. “My husband has 

been around for a long time. He made himself known to me when I was a child and then waited 

for me to find him. Back then, our times together were very short, but I loved him dearly. 1981 

must have been the day we first met. My mother mistook that for his birthdate. Yes, I’m sure that 

was what happened.” 



“Except she made mention of a few incidents prior to Corvus appearing,” the detective 

continues, her voice having to rise above the sound of flapping wings. A gust of wind threatens 

to knock her toward the window, but she hooks her arm around the bed’s footboard. “She called 

him your imaginary friend and I can believe that. I don’t see him. Nobody has ever seen your 

husband, except you. If he had such great power then wouldn’t he have taken you away as a 

child? Why did you have to find him if he could do anything that he wants?” 

“Because I needed to mature,” the hotelier declares, her voice quivering. Prismatic tears slip 

from beneath her golden eye patch, each one burning through the sheet. “You lack the ability to 

understand us. He was alone and so was I. Then we became one and set out to make the world a 

better place. I live to follow his example. Your questions prove that you can’t even begin to 

comprehend the truth.” 

Gemma swipes her phone until it stops on a drawing of a little girl standing alone in front of 

a bird-covered tree. “I think I understand everything. You’re the one behind all of this. Corvus 

was an imaginary friend that gave you an excuse for everything you did. The voice in your head 

that helped you avoid feeling guilty for taking lives. Whatever it is that you’ve done in this hotel 

or Vegas as been by your own hand.” 

“Of course it was because he gave me his power,” Dawn replies with a laugh. Sliding her 

hand along the sheets, she abruptly stops and turns with terror in her eyes. “Corvus? Honey? 

Dear? Where did you go? Don’t listen to the kitty! She has no idea what she’s talking about. I 

beg of you to think about what we have. We found each other and now we’re not alone. Please 

don’t leave me with the normal people. They aren’t any fun. They’re always staring at me and 

treating me like a monster. Why are you abandoning me!?” 

“Because he never existed, Dawn.” 

“You drove him away.” 

“How could I if I’ve never seen him?” 

“Never any fun in normal.” 

“So you’ve said before.” 

“Never any fun in normal.” 

“I’m placing you under arrest, Dawn Addison.” 

“Never any fun in normal!” 



Dawn’s voice hits a pitch that shatters the jar of brains and causes the two ravens to explode 

into a rain of feathers. She remains kneeling by the bed, her hands gripping the sheets that bleed 

from beneath her nails. More of her tears flow from her eyes to become streams of colorful acid 

that melt through the floor. Cracks run through the walls as Heaven’s Nest shakes and the roof 

begins to sag. The door to the elevator shaft falls off the wall, revealing brick and cement that 

Gemma has no way of breaking through. Screams from below cause Dawn to cry even louder, 

which shatters every glass object in the building. With a final sob, the crumbling floor beneath 

the two women gives way and they plummet into a horrific cascade of stone, metal, wood, and 

bodies.



Chapter 13 

“Welcome back to the land of the living, Detective Cooke.” 

Gemma’s eyes open to see that she is in a hospital room, the walls a different color than the 

one in Heaven’s Nest. At first, she thinks Dawn has merely changed the scenery and created 

more equipment. It is not until she realizes that Captain Blythe is standing by the door with a 

large fruit basket from the precinct. Gemma tries to move away when he approaches, but her 

pain-wracked body is locked in traction. Raising her head, she sees that all of her limbs are 

elevated and in casts. Her breathing becomes ragged when her boss sets the gift on a nearby table 

and takes a seat. She calms down slightly when she notices the bags under the man’s eyes and a 

few days’ worth of beard on his chin. The detective is resistant when Captain Blythe takes the 

thermos off a tray and offers her the straw, but her thirst gets the best of her. She drains the 

container within a few minutes, the ice cold water making her stomach twist. Unable to curl up 

like she wants, Gemma can only squirm until the pain subsides. 

“You’ve been in a coma for two weeks,” Captain Blythe explains as he lays out pictures 

from Max’s funeral on the table. He tries to put them where her good eye can see them with ease, 

but he finds that there are too many to put in a small area. “Heaven’s Nest collapsed and took 

nearly everyone with it. Counting you, ten people survived with injuries that most of have 

recovered from. We’re still trying to figure out how anybody lived through the disaster, 

especially you. Another survivor claimed they saw you go to the penthouse before the collapse, 

which means you fell the entire way to the arcade. Took the firefighters two days to get you out 

of the wreckage. The onsite EMTs almost declared you dead because of your injuries and a very 

faint pulse that only machines picked up on.” 

“When can I talk to the survivors?” Gemma asks in a strained voice. She attempts to wiggle 

one of her fingers, the joint popping with every movement. “Sorry. Last thing I remember is 

trying to arrest Dawn Addison and then the building fell out from under me. Having some 

trouble acknowledging my situation, sir. Probably won’t be back on the job for a couple of 

months, so I’ll understand if this case passes me by. Still, it would be nice to hear if they recall 

anything. My mind is rather fuzzy.” 

Captain Blythe chuckles and holds out a card for the injured woman to read, the printed 

message covered by signatures from her coworkers. “Besides you, only one other survivor is 

local. The others were from other cities, states, and countries. They went home as soon as they 



were able to travel since they either had loved ones to bury or family that wanted them home. I 

wouldn’t worry about it, Gemma. You’re right that this case is going on without you, but only 

because you’re too involved. Are you able to answer a question?” 

“I will do my best, sir.” 

“Do you know why Dawn Addison destroyed her own hotel?” 

Gemma whimpers as she tries to nod, her head only accomplishing a painful jerk that locks 

her spine. She takes several deep breaths to steady her nerves and stares at the fruit basket to 

remind herself that she is not dreaming. Watching the face of Captain Blythe, she considers that 

Dawn is still playing games with her. Struggling to remember the last few minutes before 

plunging into a waterfall of debris, the detective feels a trickle of warm blood seep from her eye 

socket. Her boss’s horrified reaction helps to erase the last of her fear since she assumes he 

would be have a different reaction when under her enemy’s control. 

“I have a vague memory of what happened,” Gemma answers, accepting a spoonful of what 

she hopes is chocolate pudding. The taste is bitter and she fights to swallow, which draws her 

attention to the rumbling in her stomach. “I was angry about Max’s death, so I went to confront 

her about it. There was something about her husband and then she had a mental breakdown. The 

building fell apart soon after she began screaming. How do you know Dawn did anything? We 

could never pin anything on her.” 

“A computer was found intact and without any protection,” Captain Blythe replies, running 

his hand over his bald head. Nervously licking his lips, he gazes at the window that shows the 

morning skyline. “There was only one file on it, which was a message from Dawn Addison. She 

simply said that if she went down, the world goes with her. Residues from a variety of explosives 

were found in the wreckage, so she must have rigged the whole thing in case we managed to get 

anything on her. Probably hit a detonator when you were confronting her.” 

Gemma feels her strength returning and manages to move her head enough that she can get a 

better look at her boss. “Let me guess. No trace of her anywhere. Dawn will probably turn up in 

another state or country after a few months.” 

“That’s where things get a little creepy,” the man claims as he pulls a folded article out of 

his jacket pocket. Putting it on top of the pictures, he points at the one line obituary of Dawn 

Addison. “She was actually found a few feet from you. Her body was on a bed and looked rather 

comfortable if you ignored the piece of rebar going through her chest. A lot of dead ravens 



around her too. None of that is the creepy part. Two days after the body was taken to the morgue, 

it disappeared. I’m not talking overnight either. Sammy had just finished cleaning the body and 

went to get a tool to remove the rebar. Then the lights went out, she heard wings flapping all 

over the place, and the body was gone by the time the power came back on.” 

“For some reason that doesn’t surprise me.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Death feels like it would be too normal for, Dawn.” 

“Not sure what you mean by that.” 

Feeling drowsy, Gemma unleashes a gaping yawn that pops her jaw. “Sorry, but I need to 

get some sleep, sir. Please tell Max’s family that I’m sorry for what happened. If I remember 

anything else, I’ll give you a call.” 

Captain Blythe opens the fruit basket and moves it closer even though Gemma is unable to 

move her arms. He is about to pat her on the leg, but stops out of a fear of hurting her. Tucking 

his hands into his pockets, the tired man takes in the sight of the injured woman and takes 

comfort from the glint of defiance in her eyes. Unable to do anything more for her, Captain 

Blythe says his good-byes and walks away, his footsteps echoing from the hallway that is 

disturbingly quiet. 

***** 

“Pssst. Wakey wakey, kitty,” Dawn whispers from the shadows. Her silhouette remains at 

the foot of the bed where the single light is unable to reach. “You’re not going to let this ruin our 

game. Especially since we’ve hit a new level of fun. Corvus and I decided to go our separate 

ways, which means you’re my new partner. Wake up and get out of bed. It isn’t like your limbs 

fell off.” 

Stirring from a dreamless slumber, Gemma sits up and is surprised to find that all of her 

bandages are gone. Touching her face, she finds a satin patch over her damaged eye, the fabric 

giving enough to make her fear it will break. Swinging her legs off the bed, she gingerly steps on 

the floor and jumps back onto the bed. A black feather is stuck to her toes, more of them barely 

visible on the ground. Remaining in the circle of light, she faces Dawn and looks for something 

to throw. The shadows swallow everything that the detective could lift, the darkness receding to 

drag the items away. 



“I’m never going to help you,” Gemma growls, her angry voice reverberating for several 

seconds. Crawling to the foot of the bed, she is still unable to get a clear look at the other 

woman. “You murdered hundreds if not thousands of people. I’ve no idea why I don’t kill you 

right here.” 

“Because you love yourself too much.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I said we were partners.” 

The circle of light grows to encompass Dawn who is standing in a hospital gown decorated 

by a skeletal unicorn. She playful waves at Gemma before tapping on a barrier that is sitting 

between the two women. Standing within a large mirror, the brown-haired woman raises her 

arms to make the detective copy the movement. With a wicked grin, Dawn presses her body 

against the glass and draws Gemma to the edge of the bed. 

“Now repeat after me, kitty. There’s never any fun in normal.” 


