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Chapter 1 

Dawn clutches her duffle bag as she stands on the small pier and gazes at the distant 

mainland. It looks so much like another world that the nervous brunette wonders if it is another 

of her hallucinations. She bites into her thumb and lets the pain clear her mind, a habit that she 

hopes will be eliminated at Raven’s Hold. Sucking on the bleeding digit, Dawn is mildly happy 

to see that everything around her is real and her mind is not playing its usual tricks on her. With 

a little more confidence, the young woman clicks the heels of her sneakers and turns to face her 

new home. 

What Dawn sees is not the ivy-covered, creepy asylum that she expected. Two male 

attendants in white stand at the beginning of a red brick walkway. Neatly trimmed hedges run 

along the sides and end a few feet away from the front door. Aside from the simple columns that 

hold up a triangle patio roof, the entrance looks surprisingly mundane. The edge of a forest can 

be seen in the distance, but there is a basketball court and a long field between the wilderness 

and Raven’s Hold. The windows on the second and third floor have bars while those on ground 

level remain unhindered. Then again, being on an island does not give an escapee many places to 

run to unless they wish to stay in the forest. 

Escorted by the smiling men, Dawn tries her best to find something wrong with the building 

and satisfy her anxiety. The asylum is so quiet and normal that her mind adds broken windows 

and a whirling weathervane to the scene. These hallucinations have little effect since the young 

woman knows they are fake from the beginning. She considers that the perfect of serenity might 

be the illusion while she is really walking into a building born from every horror movie ever 

created. It is a possibility as she remembers imagining eating a piece of candy that turned out to 

be a former coworkers arm. Dawn shudders at the memory and stops more from rising to the 

surface of her mind. The last thing she wants is to have one of her breakdowns at the front door 

of these people who have offered to help. 

“Welcome to Raven’s Hold, Ms. Addison,” says a cheerful blonde in a black pants suit. The 

woman pushes her glasses up her nose and holds the door open for Dawn. “My name is Dr. 

Grace Rutherford and I am in charge of this special ward. The orderlies will take your 

belongings to your new room while I give you a tour. Please tell me if you feel overwhelmed and 

wish to go somewhere quiet to gather your thoughts. You already look very distressed and I 

don’t want to push you on your first day.” 



“Why am I here?” Dawn numbly asks, averting her hazel eyes from the doctor. She snatches 

her bag from the attendant and hugs it to her chest. “I mean, I know why a person like me needs 

to be in a place like this. I’m crazy and dangerous. I see things that aren’t there and lash out at 

them. That’s why I have medicines and . . . why I stay away from people. What I want to know is 

why you invited me here?” 

“You are at Raven’s Hold because you need help that other places cannot give you,” Grace 

answers, gesturing for the two men to leave. She gently closes the door, forcing Dawn to move a 

little further into the foyer. “Ms. Addison, I have my colleagues around the world. They tell me 

of those who are being failed by the systems that are supposed to help. People like you who need 

specialized, unique help. If you ever feel like you don’t belong here then you are free to tell me 

and I will call for a boat to bring you back to the mainland. All I ask now is that you let me give 

you a tour.” 

Dawn takes in the beige walls and brown carpeting, the colors probably chosen due to their 

blandness. A door with a keypad is on her right and she peers through the narrow window to see 

the office staff hard at work. Faint music can be heard from down the hall where the door to the 

patients’ area stands ajar. The two chairs in the foyer seem to twist and walk toward her when 

she feels her anxiety grow stronger. For a brief moment, Dawn swears she hears something 

crawling through the walls. She jumps when the light fixture shifts and the dangling crystals 

clink against each other. Blinking her eyes, the young woman sees that the movement is not part 

of her hallucinations. 

“Squirrels from the woods get into building,” the doctor mentions with a warm smile. She 

adjusts her glasses again and takes a seat, her action inadvertently allowing Dawn to regain her 

hold on reality. “I can see that you are confused, Ms. Addison. You have spent the last three 

years going from one psychological ward to another. For some time you were homeless and you 

never hold a job for long. I would say more, but this is not the proper place to discuss your 

situation. Perhaps it is best that I escort you to your room and we will do the tour after lunch or 

tomorrow morning.” 

“Maybe we can walk outside,” Dawn timidly suggests. The doorknob is already moving as 

the doctor reaches for it, but the motion is so quick that she is sure it was nothing. “You know I 

killed someone, right? If I stay then I should be put in isolation.” 



“That is a request that I cannot agree to,” Grace replies as they walk along the grass. She 

waves to a few patients who are in the distant yard, the small group watching the bees zip among 

a bed of tulips. “We have group therapy sessions and part of our mission is to help you return to 

society. For that, you need to interact with others. Our staff will always be watching in the public 

rooms, so you will not be a danger to anyone. Besides, we both know why you killed and you 

were minor at the time.” 

“He was still my brother.” 

“It sounds like you need our therapy sessions.” 

“I know he . . . did stuff to me, but he was family.” 

“This is not really the place to speak of such things, Ms. Addison.” 

“Then my parents disowned me,” Dawn continues, barely remembering that the doctor is 

with her. Her eyes become glassy and she stops walking, her arms going limp and dropping her 

duffle bag on the ground. “He touched me and hurt me, but they refused to believe me. Nobody 

ever believes me unless they’re paid to do that. Then they give me medication to make me feel 

better, but it doesn’t really help. It only hides the pain and the dreams still come out unless I take 

so much that I can’t get out of bed. All of this is in my file, which everybody seems to find out 

about because insane Dawn is too dangerous to work with. Don’t let her near the paper shredder 

or she might stick her tongue into it. Make sure not to let the big bosses see her when they visit, 

so send her somewhere else. She should just kill herself, but she’s too terrified to even make an 

attempt.” 

The world around Dawn warps and shudders as her stressed mind plunges into a psychotic 

episode. Distant trees step out of the ground and pull axes out of their branches before marching 

toward her. Clouds turn red and rain blood across the landscape, the sweet-smelling liquid 

making everything sticky. Screeching birds flit across the sky and dive to be devoured by 

carnivorous mushrooms that sprout from the grass. The group of patients have transformed into a 

multi-headed blob that oozes toward the building. With vile burps and sputters, the gelatinous 

creature bloats to engulf the entire asylum and screaming skeletons drift out of the dissolving 

windows. 

“Make them go away,” Dawn whimpers, curling into a ball. She feels a sharp pain in her 

neck before the hallucinations fade and she is overtaken by a soothing darkness. “Just let me fade 

away.” 



Grace puts the empty syringe back into her pocket and takes her phone off her belt. “This is 

Dr. Rutherford. I need two orderlies to retrieve Ms. Addison. Have them be female and bring a 

wheelchair in case she wakes up from the sedative before they get her to the room. Yes, I know 

the board wants a decision on this one by tomorrow. That gives us the rest of the day and tonight 

to finish our examination. I’m well aware that this is a higher risk than our previous patients, but 

this is not about us. We want what is best for Ms. Addison and I still feel that she will become 

stronger at Raven’s Hold. Then the donors can talk to me directly. Now send those orderlies, so I 

can make my midmorning rounds. Thank you.” 

Not wanting to leave her new patient unattended, Grace jots down notes in Dawn’s file 

while waiting for the orderlies. She frowns when she sees the medication suggestions that her 

colleagues sent her, the dosages seeming ridiculously high to her. By the time the orderlies have 

arrived with the wheelchair, the doctor is lost in her thoughts about how best to help the young 

brunette. She waits for the two women to secure Dawn in the wheelchair and heads for the 

building when she is sure they have everything under control. Instead of the front door, Grace 

walks to the cafeteria’s side entrance where two of the office staff are having their smoke break. 

Distracted by a brief conversation about ordering new supplies, the doctor reaches for the door 

handle and nearly screams when she touches something warm and sticky. 

“What is this?” Grace asks as she yanks her hand back. She examines the strange ooze that 

is dripping from her fingers and the doorknob. “I guess Mrs. Serran has a bottle of hair gel 

hidden in her room again.” 

***** 

Dawn lies on the comfortable bed and stares at the blank, white ceiling as the night sounds 

waft in through the barred window. She turns her head to stare at the empty cot and wastebasket 

on the other side of the room. With a shuddering yawn, the young woman silently admits that she 

is happy to not have a roommate. Even though she agreed to stay in Raven’s Hold, she is sure 

that living with someone else is too dangerous a step and may always be beyond her ability. The 

hoot of an owl draws her out from under the covers and she groggily tries to see the bird. Dawn 

is calmer after having her medication and a private session with Dr. Rutherford. Dancing her 

fingers along the window sill, the young woman considers that she might be in a place that will 

help her. 



A scream from another room sends a chill down Dawn’s spine and she presses against the 

wall. The wordless howling continues for several minutes until it dies down and is replaced by a 

droning hum. Another patient begins shouting obscenities to drown out the other noises, they in 

turn are interrupted by a woman singing an opera. Every voice stops when a deep laugh cuts 

through the night with enough power to shake the windows. A faint shadow passes in front of the 

door’s single window, the figure leaving a misty handprint on the glass before it fades away. The 

tapping of feet on the hallway ceiling echoes for a few seconds and disappears when a bird caws 

outside. 

“I shouldn’t be seeing anything,” Dawn mutters as she sinks to the floor. Her heart is 

pounding in her chest as she listens to a ball bouncing in the distance. “I took my medicine. The 

doctor said the new pills would help me. That’s why I agreed to stay. She said the new pills 

would make me be normal.” 

“No fun in normal,” hisses a silky voice from the shadows. “Never any fun in normal.” 

“Who are you?” 

“Pills can’t stop me,” the voice replies as the mysterious figure passes the door again. A 

shadowy hand casually passes through the wall and beckons for Dawn to get closer. “I’m a 

lonely friend. I like what you see. What to be with me?” 

“I came here to get better.” 

“Odd word. What is better?” 

“I want to be healthy.” 

“Shame. I like what you are.” 

A gentle hand of moonlight curls through the window bars and brushes some hair out of 

Dawn’s eyes. It tenderly strokes her cheek and wipes away a few tears. She stares at the ghostly 

appendage, which disappears when she blinks very hard. Satisfied that the hallucination is gone, 

the tired woman crawls back to bed and pulls the covers over her head. Dawn is asleep when an 

indent appears on the mattress and the springs creak as if someone sat down. A smile plays 

across her lips when the blanket is pulled down to her neck and she feels a pair of moist lips 

touch her forehead. 

“Do you really want to be normal?” 

Still asleep, the brunette rolls onto her back and whispers, “Never any fun in normal.”



Chapter 2 

Rubbing his dark blue eyes and yawning, Ian Connors stares out the windows of Grace’s 

office. The new arrival is still curious as to why Raven’s Hold sent him a brochure, but he is no 

longer nervous. A brief tour of the school has helped him get over his fear that this is some kind 

of scam. Even though the interior is bland, the young man is impressed with the elegant 

surroundings that remind him of a resort. Not that he is any good at sports, but it is nice to know 

such amenities are available during his stay. Ian can already sense his staggering depression 

weaken and takes a deep breath that feels like it is the first one he has enjoyed in years. His 

mood falters when it falls on one of the scars on his arm, a harsh reminder of the reason he has 

been invited to the island. 

“Thank you for giving me this opportunity, Dr. Rutherford,” Ian says, forcing a smile 

toward the patient doctor. He shifts in his chair while figuring out where to put his hands, settling 

for folding them in his lap. “I really want to get my life back together. Though, what you 

explained during the tour makes me think I don’t really belong here. You described some hard 

luck situations. I’m only depressed.” 

“And yet your condition makes it difficult to get to work every day and hold onto any 

relationship,” Grace replies while tapping her pen on the desk. Leaning back in her chair, the 

doctor lets her knuckles touch the beak of a bronze raven on her bookcase. “Mr. Connors, I 

handpick every patient. Some I take on because I feel they are being failed by the more standard 

methods. Others, like yourself, I invite because they have given up on improving and I see that it 

is possible. You were whole once and you can be again.” 

“That’s oddly poetic for a doctor. Not really professional either,” Ian cynically replies before 

he can stop himself. A flicker of guilt causes him to scowl and he stares at his knees. “I’m sorry 

about that, ma’am. That was rude and you’re only trying to help. People haven’t been the nicest 

to me since they think I’m holding onto my sadness for attention. So I occasionally react poorly 

to those that try to lend me a hand.” 

“That reaction is more common than you think, Mr. Connors,” the doctor says, her smile 

never faltering. She rocks forward to push a clipboard across the desk and rolls a pen toward her 

new patient. “I need you to fill out these forms before I introduce you to our other residents. A 

few incidents have happened over these least five years, so we need to be on the safe side. I’m 

telling you this to create a bond of trust and honesty. As you stated, our patients tend to be hard 



luck cases and it occasionally results in violent outbursts. I’m sure you have nothing to worry 

about. Though your history requires that we keep you away from sharp objects until we are sure 

you won’t harm yourself.” 

“I understand. The psych ward I was in after my first breakdown had the same rules.” 

“You’ll find we operate similarly to such places, but with a bit more freedom.” 

Not entirely understanding what the doctor is talking about, Ian decides to nod and focus on 

the paperwork. The forms are the same ones he has filled out at every medical facility that he has 

been brought to over the last three years. Completing them is practically second nature, so he 

stalls by pretending to think of the answers. Ian takes in the sight of the office with its leather 

couch, rows of books, and a gurgling water cooler. A small refrigerator is in the corner with a 

lock on the door and a few colorful magnets adorning the sides. For the first time, he notices 

several ravens scattered about the room. Some are statues and bookends while others are plush 

toys, making him guess that Grace named her institution after her favorite animal. 

Peering out the window, Ian tries to catch a glimpse of the other patients who he can hear 

outside. His hand swerves and leaves a long mark across the top form when one of the distant 

voices starts imitating a screaming child. With his arms shuddering, the young man practically 

tosses the clipboard and pen onto the desk. His breathing is staggered and he could swear that 

something is pressing on his shoulders. An icy breeze coils through the open window and 

caresses his face, the scent of roses making his mouth go dry. It takes several minutes for him to 

calm down and reach a quivering hand to reclaim the unfinished forms. 

“It appears you have more than depression,” Grace mentions while she gets the young man 

some water. She places the small cup at the edge of her desk, letting Ian choose to accept the 

drink when he is ready. “You’ve done a very good job of hiding your anxiety from your previous 

doctors. I can see that it is triggered by anything that would remind you of your son. Unless you 

mentioned it or a child happened to be in the office, your panic attacks would never have come 

up during therapy. The only reason I know is because I read all of the questionnaires that you’ve 

filled out over the last few years.” 

“It’s what I deserve for failing them,” Ian replies as he takes a few sips of water. With 

shaking hands, he finishes his paperwork and drops it on the floor. “I called in sick whenever 

there was a baby shower or bring your kids to work day. Television and movies were watched 

alone in case there was a scene that I couldn’t handle. I don’t even remember the last time I saw 



my nieces. So, how did you figure it out considering my answers on those questionnaires were 

meant to focus on my depression and suicide?” 

“It’s because your answers were perfect and identical across the board,” the doctor points 

out with the hint of a smirk. Taking the clipboard, she flips through to forms to make sure all of 

them are signed. “These are things we can discuss in our sessions. You may even want to bring it 

up during group therapy, which you will start tomorrow. For now, I want to bring you to the 

common room where you can meet some of our patients. Use today to grow accustomed to your 

new surroundings and make some friends.” 

“Can I go into the forest?” 

“That area is off-limits to all patients.” 

Ian shrugs and finishes his water while Grace puts the forms in his file and straightens her 

desk. Feeling better about his future at Raven’s Hold, the young man goes back to silently staring 

out the window. He has a clear view of a tennis court, which is being used by a small group of 

his fellow residents. The back and forth movements are mesmerizing, so he never notices the 

squirrels gathering in a nearby tree. Leaning on the windowsill, Ian makes himself an easy target 

for the rodents to pelt him with acorns. The unwarranted attack stops when a bird shrieks from 

the roof and startles the chattering animals. As the squirrels scamper down the tree and into the 

distant forest, a winged shadow passes over the tennis courts. Ian tries to get a clear look at the 

bird, but it always manages to remain hidden by leaves or the bright sun. When clouds move to 

cut off the blinding beams of light, the shadow is gone and its feathered owner is nowhere to be 

seen. 

“Some of the wildlife can be aggressive, which is another reason you are not allowed in the 

forest,” Grace mentions, bending down to pick up an acorn. She flicks it out the window and 

pushes her glasses up her nose. “Many of the animals are cautious around us because a few of 

our former residents harassed, tortured, and killed them. I trust you won’t do anything like that 

since you aren’t the type. More likely to hurt yourself than another living creature. I apologize, 

Mr. Connors. I keep analyzing you instead of doing what I promised. Please follow me to the 

common room.” 

“Can I get another cup of water?” Ian asks, hoping to delay the inevitable. The tapping of 

Grace’s foot causes him to bow his head in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, but I’m nervous and my 

mouth feels dry. I can drink it on the way if you prefer.” 



Standing by the door, the doctor gestures for Ian to get a drink from the water cooler. He 

hurries to grab a paper cone and tries to fill the simple cup, but nothing comes out of the spout. A 

constant gurgling shakes the jug and nearly knocks it off the base. The old machine stops its 

rocking and releases a few spurts of water before shuddering a final time. Disappointed, Ian 

gulps down the small drink and crushes the cone. He leaps away when the spout falls onto the 

floor and the contents of the water cooler empties onto the carpeting. 

“I’ve been meaning to get a new one anyway,” Grace says as she takes out her phone and 

sends a message to the office staff. “A janitor will take care of that before it seeps through. It 

isn’t the first time I’ve had a spill in here.” 

“Why do things break around me?” 

The blonde doctor sighs and holds the door open for the young man. “Coincidences and bad 

luck, which happens to all of us. The trick is to work through those periods and not create a 

downward spiral. It’s easy to let one mistake compound into a life-ruining disaster. That is the 

situation that brought you here, Mr. Connors, and I believe it is time you met the people who will 

know what you’re going through.” 

***** 

Ian swears the white tables and matching chairs are the only type available to psychiatric 

institutions. The bland furniture is kept by the windows that are cracked open to allow for a 

soothing breeze. A trio of couches sit near a television that sits silently against the wall, its 

remote mysteriously embedded in the ceiling. Books and puzzles are kept in a corner, the entire 

collection damaged and worn by years of abuse. Aside from there being no locks or bars on the 

windows, the room looks like every other communal area that Ian has ever seen during his 

various hospital stays. Even the white clothing is the same, which makes him wonder when he 

will get his own. Standing next to Dr. Rutherford in his jeans and long-sleeved shirt makes him 

feel exposed and foreign to the residents who are staring at him. 

A repetitive click draws everyone’s attention to the corner where a bald man is fiddling with 

an old camera. He cranks a dial on one end of the object and hits the button to take a picture even 

though Ian is sure there is no film inside. Only once does the patient raise the camera to his face, 

aiming it at the newcomer and taking his time with the shot. Noticing that he is being watched, 

the man sheepishly stands and goes to the window. His movements are quicker as he rapidly 



takes pictures of everything outside and lets the sound of the camera drown out the rest of the 

world. 

“That’s Mr. Garrett who came to us last month,” Grace whispers, allowing the other 

residents to examine Ian from a distance. When she is sure they have had enough time, she raises 

her hand for attention. “This is Mr. Connors and he just joined us. I hope all of you make him 

feel welcomed and help him acclimate to his new home. He will be joining tomorrow’s group 

session, so those in his group may want to introduce themselves. Now I have to do my rounds. I 

will have an orderly escort you to your room at the end of the day, Mr. Connors.” 

“Wait. You can’t just leave me here,” Ian says before he can stop himself. Embarrassed by 

his outburst, he lowers his head and mumbles his words. “I thought you were going to be here for 

longer introductions since I don’t know anybody. This may sound immature and childish, but I 

don’t want to upset anyone by accident.” 

“Then let them make the first move,” the doctor replies with a smile. She cleans her glasses 

on her sleeve while she thinks of a suggestion for the young man. “Perhaps you want to start by 

making friends with Mr. Garrett. He is one of our more mild-mannered patients and his more 

recent arrival can help you connect. Good luck and I will check in with you if I have time 

tonight.” 

Ian tries to cough up a response, but Grace is out of the room before he can think of 

anything. With no other ideas, he tries to walk to where Mr. Garrett is taking pictures from the 

window. A grinning brunette steps in Ian’s path and leans forward to stare at his face, her hazel 

eyes holding an intensity that makes him back away. The young woman moves closer and puts 

her head to his chest before knocking on his head. A curious look is on her face and she bites the 

tip of her thumb while listening to Ian’s rapidly beating heart. 

“You’re a real boy,” she says while standing and stepping away. The woman moves her 

arms as if something has put its head on her shoulder and she is stroking it. “My name is Dawn 

and this is my unicorn. He’s nice as long as you don’t make him mad. So what’s your real 

name?” 

“I’m Ian.” 

“Not a good name.” 

“Sorry. It’s the only one I have.” 



Dawn eyes the orderlies before slipping a sugar cube out of her pocket and holding it out for 

the imaginary unicorn. “I guess that will have to do. You might not be as fun a toy as we’d 

wanted, but it’s too early to tell. Do you like pizza and running naked through an elementary 

school? What about ice cream and killing people?” 

“Yes to the foods, but no to the public nudity and violence,” Ian replies, trying his best to be 

civil. Glancing at the woman’s hand, he notices that the sugar cube is gone. “Your unicorn is a 

very quiet eater. I never heard him take a bite.” 

“She’s very shy,” Dawn casually replies while kissing the space that would be the beast’s 

head. Clicking her heels a few times, she gestures to send the unicorn away and leans on the back 

of a couch. “I don’t know if I’ll like you. There’s the stench of guilt and weakness in your breath, 

which makes me sad. Stay away from me until I’ve made my decision. If you come near me, I’ll 

lock you in the basement.” 

Ian nods his head and continues on his way to the windows where Mr. Garrett is sitting to 

fix his camera. Before he can speak, the bald man points at the empty seat and goes back to 

fiddling with the machine’s innards. Not wanting to be rude, Ian accepts the offer and realizes 

that he has no idea what he should say. His attention is repeatedly stolen by Dawn, who is 

whistling while wandering the room. Something about the woman puts him on edge and he feels 

uncomfortable when he does not know where she is. Ian is sure she is keeping an eye on him 

even when her back is turned. 

“I don’t know why, but I find her unnerving,” Mr. Garrett says in a low voice. He closes the 

camera and aims it at the ceiling before taking a few pictures. “Dawn has been here for about 

five years and I doubt she’ll ever get out. She’s too enamored with her own hallucinations and 

she’s practically the queen of Raven’s Hold. Dr. Rutherford always mentions that she sees Dawn 

as a failure, but I think there’s more to it. By the way, you can call me Rich. You said your name 

was Ian, right?” 

“Keen ears, Rich,” Ian replies with a small chuckle. The friendly tone of the other man helps 

put him at ease, but there is still a twinge of anxiety that keeps his back stiff. “I’m sorry, but I’m 

not sure what to say. It seems rude to ask what you’re in here for. Nice camera. Do you have any 

film?” 

“Only the roll in my mind,” Rich replies, placing the machine on his lap. “I’m not insane 

like the rest of you. Sorry, but it’s safe to assume that’s the reason you’re here. Nothing against 



people like you, but I’m a prisoner here. You see, I came to Raven’s Hold to write an article on 

Dr. Rutherford and her methods. It was going to be a week of interviews and tours. Then things 

went . . . wrong.” 

“Obviously,” Ian replies, remembering hearing similar stories in his past. Not wanting to 

upset the other man, he nods his head and leans back in his chair. “I guess you stumbled onto a 

big secret and they don’t want you to leave. Are they experimenting on the patients? Is there a 

darker reason that we’re not allowed in the forest?” 

Rich stares at his new friend in surprise and fiddles with the camera lens. “The forest? No, 

we’re not allowed there because of what happened six months ago. A group of patients went out 

there and committed suicide. I believe there were four of them and it was some type of ritual 

thing that they came up with. The only people willing to talk about it are the other patients and 

who can believe what they say. Anyway, the real secret of Raven’s Hold is that it’s haunted. I 

mean truly infected by ghosts or demons.” 

“And they don’t want you to reveal the truth.” 

“Would you want the public to know that?” 

“I can see how it would be a problem.” 

“This is why I’m not allowed on the computer. They’re afraid I’ll talk.” 

Finding himself at a loss for words, Ian rubs his arms by slipping his hands under his 

sleeves. His eagle-eyed companion still catches sight of a few scars and does a terrible job of 

hiding his curiosity. Not wanting to share his story, the younger man blushes and gazes out of the 

window. He is thankful that Rich remains quiet and goes back to taking pictures of random 

objects. Seeing how the other patients move and act, Ian admits to himself that his new friend 

stands out. If it was not for the use of a filmless camera, he would readily believe the story about 

being a trapped reporter. Then again, the idea of a haunted asylum makes him think he is dealing 

with a man who has fallen into his own delusions. 

“You’ll see something is wrong when night comes,” Rich says as if sensing the doubt in 

Ian’s mind. With a groan, he stands and stretches his arms until the shoulders pop. “Need some 

fresh air. I’ll see you at group tomorrow.” 

“Nice to meet you.” 

Rich nods and pats his new friend on the shoulder as he heads for a door, the orderly 

searching him before letting him out. Turning back to the window, Ian falls out of his chair when 



he comes face to face with Dawn. The brunette is leaning on the sill, her legs dangling outside 

while she supports her weight with her toned arms. Before her strength gives out, she crawls onto 

the table and sits in front of Ian, her legs crossed in front of her. Practically bending in half, she 

puts her forehead against the young man’s hair and mutters incoherently. 

“You’re not a toy,” Dawn whispers while sliding off the table. She kneels next to Ian’s chair 

and reaches up to stroke his cheek, her face filled with concern. “You’re a wounded puppy. Poor 

thing is so damaged that it shouldn’t be alive. Don’t worry, little puppy. Raven’s Hold will take 

very good care of you.” 

“Thanks,” the young man replies, frozen in place by her touch. 

“Welcome to your new home, little puppy.” 

***** 

Ian quietly stares at the ceiling of his room, the moonlight casting shadows across the white 

surface. His left hand rolls the pill that he pretended to take at dinner, the gel coating sticking to 

his skin after being in his mouth. Curious and bored, he flicks the medicine at the ceiling and 

watches it get stuck. After the tour and trying to make new friends, Ian is too exhausted to panic 

and figures he can take care of it in the morning. Rolling onto his side, he buries his head under 

the pillows when someone starts screaming down the hall. The sound is cut off by the bang of a 

door, which plunges Raven’s Hold into an eerie silence. 

A gentle buzz stirs Ian from his sleep and he groggily rolls out of bed to go in search of what 

he thinks is an alarm clock. It takes a few minutes for him to regain his senses and remember that 

he is no longer in his old apartment. Rubbing his eyes, Ian gathers his fallen covers and pauses 

when he notices that the back wall of his room is missing. A vast forest filled with fireflies is 

spread before him, the trees’ roots coming up to the edge of the tiled floor. He takes a seat on his 

bed and watches as a flock of blue-eyed birds erupt from the branches. Their numbers envelope 

the full moon for a second and leave it as a crescent that resembles a sideways grin. Crickets 

begin to sing, but stop as soon as Ian groans his dislike of their tune. 

“This is an odd dream,” he whispers while getting comfortable in his bed. The sound of 

crinkling glass makes him turn his head to watch the wall reform. “I guess I was supposed to 

keep watching. I’ll remember that for the next time.” 

“Why are you here?” asks a disembodied voice. 



“To get better,” Ian replies, playing along with the dream. “I can’t function with normal 

people. Not that I’m dangerous, but being around them hurts me. So I want to get back to the 

person I used to be. At least as close as I can get.” 

“No fun in normal,” the voice replies with a chuckle. “Never any fun in normal.” 

“Maybe so, but there’s no fun in being alone.” 

The air gets thicker as whatever is behind the voice hums to itself and considers Ian’s 

answer. A rhythmic tapping is on the window where a shadow hand is drumming on the glass, its 

fingers leaving misty prints. The ceiling turns black and drips grinning faces that float through 

the door like spectral bubbles. Each one pops to unleash a child-like giggle that sends a shudder 

down Ian’s spine. The vibrations get stronger and his jaw locks, both signs that he is on the verge 

of a panic attack. Desperate to get out of the dream, he closes his eyes and tries to focus on 

waking up before it is too late. Sunlight appears in the distance and races toward the room, 

washing away all of the shadows and jolting Ian back to consciousness. 

“That was close,” he gasps while holding out his quivering arm. His pillow is drenched in 

sweat and his chest has a faint line of blood from a long scratch. “At least I had enough control 

to get out of there before it got bad. Guess I pushed myself too much today. Need to go easier 

tomorrow and keep my stress down. Probably should have taken my medication to be safe. 

Maybe it’s not too late.” 

Ian glances at the ceiling and notices the pill is no longer stuck. Assuming it fell onto his 

bed, he half-heartedly searches the covers and the floor. He stops when his hand touches the 

dried remains of the gel coating, but none of the medicine is inside. Examining the brittle 

remains, Ian swears it reminds him of how one would autopsy a body. The slits are precise and 

show no sign of the coating being crushed. In fact, he is sure this is in better condition than when 

he last saw it, so it is probably something left behind by the previous tenant. Tossing the husk 

into a wastebasket, Ian tries his best to go back to sleep.



Chapter 3 

“I don’t see why I have to go first when we have a new guy,” the muscular man complains, 

his chair lying on its back. He glares at the other members of the circle while he retrieves his 

furniture. “So I had a little outburst and threw a table out a window. We all know I have anger 

issues and that’s why I’m here. Not my fault since I was raised that way. You’re always making 

me go first, Dr. Rutherford, which isn’t fair.” 

“I apologize, Jeremy, but I know that you will try to extend the others’ time to avoid 

speaking,” the doctor replies, her legs crossed beneath a long, blue skirt. “I do agree that we 

should have Mr. Connors share if he is ready. Remember that not everyone is as bold and 

confident as you, Jeremy.” 

Satisfied that she has calmed her most aggressive patient, Grace tries to decide on who 

should go next. She hopes that someone will volunteer, but the only one with his hand raised is 

Rich. The gentle snoring of Dawn, the woman napping beneath her chair, grants the doctor an 

extra minute to think. With Ian focused more on his feet than the group, she is not sure it is a 

good time to force him to participate. Unlike the day before, he has been extremely quiet and 

distant, which makes her worried that he is worse shape than she predicted. With a sigh of defeat 

that she hides beneath a yawn, Grace motions for Rich to stand and talk about his latest ghostly 

encounter. 

“I heard the voice last night again,” the bald man explains to the loud groans of the other 

patients. He flicks his camera lens off and puts it back only to repeat the action. “It says the same 

thing it does every night, which is about being normal and having fun. This time, I saw a face in 

the window and its eyes came out of the glass. They flew around the room before exploding over 

my head. There’s no rational explanation for such a strange dream, so I know it’s some kind of 

ghost. My guess is a poltergeist or maybe a variety of ghosts that were disturbed when Raven’s 

Hold was built. I mean, we’re not allowed in the basement and the staff seems scared of going 

down there. Maybe the bodies of dead patients are being kept down there for experiments and 

their spirits are running wild up here.” 

“Do you listen to your own words?” Jeremy asks as his patience gives out. Noticing an 

orderly stepping toward him, he holds up his hands and slumps in his chair. “I’m not going to hit 

him this time. All I’m saying is that Rich says the same thing at every session. The details 



change, but he never tries to accept that he’s hallucinating or whatever that is. What’s the point 

of him being here if he refuses your help, doctor?” 

“I’m not supposed to be a patient here!” Rich shouts, his voice cracking when it gets too 

high. Shivering and on the verge of tears, the man seems to deflate in his chair. “This was 

supposed to be a simple visit and interview. Get a tour for a few days, view the patients, and then 

go home. I’m not one of you people. Why doesn’t anybody believe that I’m sane and there really 

are ghosts here?” 

“Because those two things don’t go together.” 

“Then how do you explain the voices and strange visions?” 

“If that was proof of ghosts then Dawn would be saner than you.” 

“That’s different.” 

“Yes because you’re an idiot and she’s not.” 

Grace clears her throat to stop the two from arguing and is about to reprimand Jeremy when 

Ian gets to his feet. His attention is focused on Rich and she wonders if the newcomer is about to 

join in the debate. Instead, the young man sits back down and takes several gulping breaths to 

ward off a panic attack. He leans back so that he is staring at the ceiling and is temporarily 

mesmerized by the swirling reflection of light in the tiles. 

“I’m here because I tried to kill myself five times over the last three years, cut myself when 

stressed, have panic attacks, and bouts of depression,” Ian announces, his voice rising and falling 

in pitch. Leaning forward, he is surprised to see Jeremy roll his eyes and cross his arms. “The 

reason for my breakdown was because I lost my wife and child. She was having a hard time 

being a new mother and I was trying my best to help her. If she asked me to do something then I 

did it and I made sure she got plenty of rest. We found a therapist when it looked it was a bigger 

problem than we realized. Things were going well, but I guess she was hiding stuff from me and 

the therapist. My wife sent me out for pizza like every Friday. I came home fifteen minutes later 

to find that she drowned our son in the bathtub. She was in there two with an empty bottle of 

painkillers and her throat slit. As you can imagine, I thought it was a murder, but there was a 

note in the printer queue. Guess she couldn’t wait for it to print. Anyway, I broke down and 

looked back at all the signs that things were worse than they seemed. I keep thinking that I 

should have been able to stop her if I had be smarter or . . . something. I wasn’t a positive person 

to begin with, so that event pushed me over the edge.” 



“Guess you weren’t much of a husband,” Jeremy says without facing the other patients. He 

chuckles at the angry stares that he knows he is getting. “Nobody does something like that 

without clear signs. You were so busy doing errands and pampering her that you never saw what 

was right before your eyes. That letter had to have been on the computer prior to you leaving for 

the pizza. Did you never think of checking her files and search history?” 

“I wanted her to know that I trusted her,” Ian replies, surprised that the doctor is letting 

Jeremy cause another disturbance. “Why do you let him do this? It’s only upsetting the rest of 

us.” 

Grace closes her notebook and fixes her glasses, her smile appearing less genuine than 

before. “I run these sessions in an untraditional manner. As long as there is no violence or 

vulgarity, I allow things to go further than you may be used to. That being said, I will voice my 

opinion when something goes too far like it has now. Jeremy, you were not there and do not 

know all the details of the situation. As you heard, Mr. Connors did his best and is trying to come 

to terms with a great loss. That is not easy and he will be depending on all of us to see that he 

gets through this challenge. In regards to Mr. Garrett, you know that such statements only 

exacerbate his condition. Nobody treats you as poorly as you treat them, so I suggest that you 

learn from their example.” 

“That’s because everyone is scared of me,” Jeremy mutters while flexing his arms. A bead 

of sweat appears on his forehead when he fears that one of his biceps is about to pop, the muscle 

feeling tense for an agonizing second. “I’m big and strong, which is all that counts. Like my old 

man always said, fear is how you get respect. Best that Mr. Connors learn that quickly if he 

wants to survive here.” 

“More like you’re a pathetic loser who thinks acting like a bully is power,” states a portly 

man with red hair. He scratches at his freckled neck, which is raw and bleeding from constant 

rubbing. “It’s people like you who created many of those found here. Not like you care since the 

breaking of another human being is pleasurable to you. I think I speak for all of us when I say 

we’re tired of you insulting and harassing us. Just go away and suck your thumb like the giant 

child your idiot father raised.” 

With a snarl, Jeremy lunges across the circle before the orderlies can reach him. He grabs 

the red-haired man by the shoulders, ignoring the screams and wails about not wanting to get 

dirty. Most of the other patients hurry to get out of the circle, the exception being Dawn who is 



still asleep on the floor. Blocked by the panicking residents, the orderlies and Dr. Rutherford are 

unable to get to the fight. The scuffle ends when Jeremy shoves his opponent to the side and trips 

him. As if the world is in slow motion, everyone watches the heavy man land on Dawn. 

“That wasn’t very nice,” the brunette growls while slipping out from under the wheezing 

figure. She remains on all fours and licks a trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth. “I 

don’t like being woken up when I’m sleepy. Go back to your own space.” 

“I’m really sorry,” the man says as he crawls away. “It wasn’t my fault. Jeremy pushed me 

onto you.” 

Dawn cocks her head to the side and occasionally nods her head. “You made him mad, so 

you’re at fault. I don’t feel like sharing today, so I’m going to leave. Think I’ll tell the cooks to 

make pancakes for lunch.” 

Rolling backwards and up to her feet, Dawn skips to the door and leaves the rest of the 

group to reset the chairs. The red-haired man remains on the floor, but stays away from the group 

and whimpers whenever he is approached. He furiously rubs his arms and mutters about being 

dirty, his movements easing when he feels the others are no longer paying attention to him. One 

of the orderlies stands behind Jeremy to make sure he does not cause another disturbance. For 

the rest of the hour, nobody speaks or even looks at each other while the tension remains thick in 

the air. The only sounds are the cawing of birds outside the window and the tapping of Dr. 

Rutherford’s pen on her notebook. 

***** 

“Wait up, Rich,” Ian says as he jogs after the older man. He catches up at the door to the 

small garden and they take a seat on a marble bench. “I’m sorry you were treated that way. If it 

means anything, I heard a voice last night. It spoke about normal not being fun.” 

“Every patient here has heard that voice at some point,” Rich replies, his voice empty and 

defeated. He clicks his camera at a nearby butterfly, the noise scaring the insect off the purple 

flower. “The staff doubt its existence, but I’ve overheard the residents talking about weird 

events. Strange shadows, a voice at night, and a whole list of signs that there is something wrong 

at Raven’s Hold. None of them agree with me to my face because they don’t trust me. After all, 

I’m an outsider.” 

“But they think you’re a patient too,” Ian points out, shying away from the glare. “I only 

mean that it’s obvious they consider you one of them. I don’t see any evidence that they treat you 



differently. Well, besides Jeremy laying into you, but I get the feeling that he does that to 

everybody.” 

The bald man sighs and adjusts the lens on his camera. “The others pretend to go along with 

the staff to stay on the doctor’s good side. Think about it. If there is any threat of a leak then 

those in charge will do whatever it takes to remove the threat. For example, take a reporter who 

comes too close to the truth and turn them into a patient. That’s only what would happen to an 

outsider. Imagine if you’re already here and put Raven’s Hold in danger. Only place to go is 

away and never be heard from again. Maybe the ghosts are of those who uncovered the truth and 

were eliminated.” 

Ian nods and rethinks his decision to befriend the strange man, who still sounds like a 

delusional patient. The voice from the night before could have been the remnant of a dream or 

even a conversation he overheard and accidentally interrupted. After all, he doubts a ghost would 

be thrown off by a simple statement. Seeing how Jeremy reacted to Rich, Ian can easily imagine 

a malicious patient using the story of strange voices to have some fun. The shadows and other 

odd happenings probably had even simpler explanations, which he decides not to suggest to his 

only friend. 

“What do they think you’ll do if they agree with you?” Ian asks with a sigh. He pauses when 

Dawn wanders into the garden, but she immediately heads back inside when she sees the two 

men. “That was strange. Though I get the feeling that’s just her. Do you know anything about 

Dawn?” 

“It’s best that you hear her story from her. Crossing Ms. Addison can be messy since she’s 

very unpredictable,” Rich replies while keeping his eye on the windows. He shivers when he 

thinks of the young woman watching him from wherever she is hiding. “As to the question I can 

answer, the patients are scared that I’ll go into the basement. I’m sure that’s where the truth 

behind Raven’s Hold is hidden. Maybe this whole place is an experiment to see what effects 

certain stimuli have on the mentally unstable. No offense.” 

“Kind of hard to take offense when it’s true,” the blonde man replies with a half-hearted 

smirk. A flicker of movement draws his attention to a rabbit that is wondering through a nearby 

patch of ivy. “Dr. Rutherford told me that a few of the previous patients abused some of the 

wildlife here. I find it interesting that the animals stay so close to the building after that 

happened.” 



“They’re only dumb animals. Probably don’t know any better.” 

“I was attacked by squirrels on my first day.” 

“That’s more common than people think.” 

Ian scratches his head and goes back to watching the rabbit, the animal hopping within a few 

feet of him. For the first time, Rich takes notice of the rodent and stomps his foot in an attempt to 

scare it away. Instead, the black-furred rabbit stares at him and twitches its ears in irritation at the 

loud noise. It scampers along the walkway and ducks into the open door, startling a female 

patient who rushes out of the building. The woman keeps running until she disappears around the 

far corner. 

“Thank you for trying to make me feel better,” Rich says while awkwardly patting Ian on 

the shoulder. The man forces a weak smile and runs his thumb along the dial that focuses his 

camera. “It’s more kindness than I’ve been shown since I got here. Genuine kindness and not the 

humoring I get from everyone else. For what it’s worth, I hope this place isn’t a supernatural pit 

of ghosts and you recover. You seem like a really nice guy, Ian, and it sucks that you’ve had to 

suffer so much. My best friend took her life in high school and I still occasionally wonder if 

there was anything I could have done.” 

“Do you ever come up with an answer?” Ian asks, his breathing becoming rapid and labored. 

Rubbing the side of his head, the young man subtly grabs and twists his ear to give himself a jolt 

of pain. “I usually just run the entire thing through my head until I have a panic attack. Then I 

wake up feeling like I should be the one who died. It’s a nightmarish cycle that I can’t break 

myself out of.” 

“The only answer I have is that hindsight is a useless skill,” his friend replies with a bitter 

chuckle. “Look on the bright side. You understand that you have a problem and need to get 

better. Most people remain in denial about their situation. Sure you’ll break out of the cycle at 

some point. Sorry if I upset you. Do you need me to get you a paper bag or something? You’re 

going to hyperventilate.” 

“I’ll be fine,” the younger man claims while putting his head between his knees. A few 

gulps for air nearly make him vomit, but he manages to pull himself together. “To be honest, I’m 

rather easy to set off, so I don’t hold it against anyone who does it by accident. Besides, you 

were trying to help. Beats my older sister and her husband trying the tough love approach or 

treating me like a helpless child. They don’t really understand what my wife or I am going 



through. I probably never explained it very well and they took it as whining or a childish attempt 

to hide from people.” 

“If you could explain it clearly then you’d probably be better now.” 

“Good point.” 

A blood-curdling scream causes both men to leap to their feet and hurry back into the 

building. Orderlies cut them off before they can get more than a few steps, each staff member 

ready with a sedative. Rich and Ian put up their hands and calmly back toward the wall while 

watching some of the rowdier patients get contained by force. A whistling janitor is hurrying 

with a mop and bucket, but he is stopped by a woman pushing a gurney. She waits for her 

coworkers to get everything under control and quietly moves the wheeled bed toward a groaning 

form that is covered by a sheet. 

Another cry of agony rings out and the red-haired man from the morning’s group session 

throws his covering away. Blood is spread across the floor, which riles a few of the more 

sensitive patients. The red liquid seeps from a wound on his heel that has neatly severed his 

Achilles tendon. It is a very precise and clean cut that reminds many of the orderlies of a surgical 

incision. Whimpering and reaching down to his leg, the red-haired man tries to roll over and 

cries in pain. He shivers and clenches his teeth as his body begins to go into shock. It takes 

several orderlies to left the heavy patient onto the gurney and they quickly try to wrap the wound 

with gauze. 

“I swear I didn’t do it,” Jeremy says from where he has been cornered. “I was at the other 

end of the hallway when he went down. Where would I get something to make a wound like that 

anyway? I don’t even have any blood on me.” 

“Hand from the floor,” the injured man mutters as he is carted away. He stares wide-eyed at 

Rich and Ian, but they get the feeling he does not really see them. “Saw it in the window. It rose 

out of the floor with a razor. One swipe and I fell. Something is living in the basement. It put its 

hand through the floor. Like a ghost.” 

A sedative stops his rant before he gets too excited and he gradually falls asleep, the gauze 

already dripping onto the white sheet. The janitor hurries to clean the pool of blood and stops to 

shoo away the rabbit. With a twitch of its nose, the rodent ignores the bearded man and goes 

back to licking at the puddle. An orderly eventually grabs the rabbit and takes the thrashing 

animal outside, its teeth puncturing her hands several times. 



“I didn’t think rabbits drink blood,” Ian whispers, watching the rodent disappear into the 

bushes. “Am I alone in thinking that was strange?” 

“You’re not alone on that one,” Rich replies, clicking a few pictures of the blood pool before 

it is gone. He jumps when Dawn steps out from behind him and bends down to touch the 

crimson rabbit prints. “I wish I had an explanation for this, but it’s nothing like any of the visions 

and voices I’ve heard. Maybe the guy made the ghosts mad, so they decided to punish him. Not 

sure what he could have done to anger them though.” 

“He scared the bunny,” Dawn says while sniffing at the blood on her fingers. She wrinkles 

her nose and wipes the liquid on the back of the janitor’s pants. “You should never scare a 

sleeping bunny.”



Chapter 4 

“I just want you to watch the girls for a day or two,” Carla says as she hunts for her missing 

sandals. Feeling rushed, she ties her dark brown hair back while the phone is pressed between 

her head and shoulder. “You have more than enough vacation time to take a day or two off from 

time to time. It’s been a month since Ian contacted me and I’m worried. This Raven’s Hold has 

no website and my friend who is a psychologist has never heard of it. My meeting with Mr. 

Orson isn’t for another two hours, so you have plenty of time to get back home. Just tell your 

boss it’s a family emergency. He knows about my brother’s problems, so it shouldn’t surprise 

him that this is happening. If you want, I can call your father to come and take over tomorrow, so 

you don’t lose your precious vacation time. Love you too, dear.” 

Carla waits for her husband to hang up first before turning her phone off and pretending to 

strangle the device. Snatching her favorite necklace off her dresser, she spins it on her finger and 

relaxes while watching the pewter penguin fly in a circle. She hears a door opening behind her 

and swiftly turns around to see her youngest daughter waddle into the room. The four-year-old is 

trying to walk in her mother’s sandals while her treasured blanket is wrapped around her like a 

dress. Carla cannot stop herself from smiling as she kneels in front of her child and opens her 

arms for a hug. 

“You look beautiful, Sarah” she whispers to the girl whose face is still covered in tomato 

sauce. “Where is your sister? The apartment is too quiet.” 

“I’m a decoy!” the child happily declares before falling on her rump. “Allison want me to 

keep you here. She not eating.” 

“Ally!” 

Carla rushes out of the room to find her oldest daughter standing on the kitchen counter with 

a paintbrush in her hand. The eight-year-old has a pile of books beneath her feet and is on her 

toes to reach the ceiling. A sloppy rainbow coming out of a yellow triangle has already been 

completed and her brush is covered in white for the next part. The floor and counter are covered 

in spilled paint, tiny footprints telling Carla that her youngest has been walking through the 

mess. Glancing at the four-year-old, she can see smears of red and blue on the inside of her 

favorite sandals. Walking to Allison, she hoists the frozen girl onto her shoulder and delivers a 

solid smack to the rump. She is surprised by the muffled impact and notices that the child has 

stuffed one of her washcloths into her pants. 



“I was prepared this time,” Allison proudly says with a grin. Her expression changes when 

she is sat on the counter and her mother grabs a nearby flyswatter. “The paint washes off with 

water. Don’t be too mad.” 

Carla slaps the flyswatter onto a nearby wasp with enough force to make her daughter jump 

off the counter. “I don’t know if I’m angrier about the painting or how dangerous it was to stand 

on a stack of books. At least put your sister’s stepstool up there. I can only handle destruction 

and danger separately when it comes to you two. Go get me some wipes from my purse, so I can 

clean my shoes.” 

“Are you going away to yell at Uncle Ian again?” Sarah asks while sitting down to take the 

sandals off. She puffs out her lower lip and hands the shoes to her mom, who gives her a playful 

pinch on the nose. “You should ground him like you do to Allison. That way you always know 

where he is.” 

“I’ll consider that idea,” Carla replies as she uses the moist wipes to clean the paint. She 

catches Allison by the wrist when the girl returns with a dripping mop. “Only on the floor and I 

better not see you using that on your sister. I don’t want to leave your father with any more of a 

mess than I have to. You stay out of the way, Sarah. I know you’re already thinking of playing in 

the dirty water. I want both of you to behave while I get ready.” 

“Yes, mom!” the girls say in unison. 

Carla leaves her bedroom door open enough to hear even the slightest sound from the 

kitchen. The damp sandals and a large splotch of paint on her shirt make her sigh, driving her to 

the nearly barren closet. It takes her several minutes to find a shirt that is not stained or so old 

that she swears it was given to charity years ago. A simple t-shirt is the best she can do and she 

grabs a dark green jacket in order to have some color in her outfit. Carla jots down a note for her 

husband to do laundry and leaves a roll of quarters for him to use. As an afterthought, she gets 

forty dollars out of her purse along with a coupon for the bounce house place next to the 

laundromat. 

“Mom! Allison is stealing snacks!” Sarah shouts from down the hall. The girl can be heard 

whispering before her voice rings out again, muffled by the food in her mouth. “Never mind! I 

didn’t see anything!” 

“You two are lucky I’m distracted and in a rush,” their mother says, sticking her head out of 

the room. She sees her daughters on the floor with a box of cookies between them, the package 



poorly cloaked by a throw pillow. “I’m tired and probably won’t be home until late tonight. Go 

ahead and eat all of the snacks. Then you’ll get a tummy ache and be too sick for the zoo 

tomorrow. Is that what you want?” 

“We’ll put them back, mom,” Allison says in defeat. 

Scooping up her phone and tossing it into her purse, Carla hurries across the apartment to 

the office. With more than enough time to prepare, she packs a few odds and ends, including the 

key to Ian’s apartment. Her fingers stop on a picture of her brother when he held his son for the 

first time. Thinking back, it is the last time she remembers seeing Ian smile or show any genuine 

sign of happiness. 

“What trouble are you in now, little brother?” Carla whispers in exasperation. 

***** 

The white-haired private investigator is napping against the door when Carla arrives at Ian’s 

apartment. She struggles to get the key from her pocket while balancing are armful of her 

brother’s mail. A gentle nudge to the snoring man’s leg does nothing to wake him up, so she 

opens the door and lets him fall inside. Mr. Orson groans and stands up, wiping dirt off his coat 

as if nothing happened. Putting a finger to his lips, he leads his employer into the apartment and 

to a small table. The man stretches his sore legs while taking in his surroundings, his keen eyes 

noticing that the place has been recently cleaned. 

“I’m always surprised that you keep his place clean and organized,” Mr. Orson says, turning 

around to see that two of the rooms have police tape across the closed doors. A large stack of 

letters and magazines catches his eye, all of the envelopes having been opened. “I assume you 

found nothing in that pile, which is why you contacted me again. Though you won’t like what I 

have to tell you.” 

“How hard is it to find a place when you have the name?” Carla impatiently asks while 

looking through the new mail. She frowns at the sight of a letter from Ian’s insurance company, 

reminding him that his medication is no longer being covered by his new plan. “I know I 

shouldn’t be angry since I can’t find anything more than forum comments about this Raven’s 

Hold. Even those are vague, which makes me think this place is off the grid. Then again, they 

have ways of finding people. I found this on Ian’s dresser when I came here at the beginning of 

the week.” 



“You’re right that there is nothing on the Internet about Raven’s Hold, which is strange in 

this day and age,” the investigator agrees as he takes the folded paper that is slide across the 

table. His eyebrows twitch when he sees the fancy stationary of the mysterious asylum and he 

reads the simple letter of invitation. “Interesting how this place has no address, but there appears 

to be a space for it. Now, I had to go old school on this hunt. I made some calls to the contacts I 

made during my previous searches for your brother. Most of them have never heard of such a 

place while the rest spoke of rumors. Nothing very clear beyond a place that supposedly searches 

for difficult patients and takes them away from society.” 

“Never to return?” 

Mr. Orson sighs and hands the letter back before getting to his feet. He gets himself a glass 

of water from the sink and pops a few aspirin to help with a headache. Over the last two days, he 

has barely slept and routinely thinks he is being watched by something just beyond his sight. It is 

a chill that runs up his spine in the dark, which he typically chalks up to overall stress. This is the 

first time in his lengthy career that a location has been so hard to find. Mr. Orson is used to 

people and objects being elusive, but he has never heard of an entire institution giving an 

investigator so much trouble. Turning to face his employer, he straightens his back and does his 

best to retain some of his professional dignity. 

“There’s no way to tell if people get out of this place or not,” Mr. Orson states, his hands 

cradling the cool glass. Licking his lips, he takes another drink and feels the pressure behind his 

green eyes lessen. “It’s possible that they take people who will never recover, so they are never 

fit to leave. Then again, another idea is that anyone who released is made to sign a very strict 

confidentiality agreement. With the secrecy of this institution, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re 

doing things that they want to keep out of the public eye. That could be either illegal or methods 

they wish to keep to themselves.” 

“None of that makes me feel any better,” Carla mentions before going to clean some dust 

she sees on the nearby television. “Ian always had a habit of overreacting and being taken 

advantage of. He’s too nice and that gets him into trouble. More than likely, this institution is 

really a cult that is trying to milk him out of every cent he has. I found the passwords that he uses 

for his online accounts and nothing has moved. The letter said that the work for free, but that 

doesn’t mean it’s the truth. Were you able to find anything?” 



“I’ve only been searching for two days, so I’ve had no time to confirm those rumors that I 

mentioned earlier,” Mr. Orson states, unsure if he should continue talking. Remembering how 

Carla hates being kept in the dark, he sighs and accepts that he must reveal every scrap of 

information he has uncovered. “Keep in mind that this is all hearsay. None of my contacts have 

ever heard of Raven’s Hold or an institution that matches the methods of this place. They did 

admit to knowing of a doctor who gained some infamy about fifteen years ago. Her name was 

Grace Rutherford and she was considered a brilliant psychologist. If she really exists then she got 

her PhD and disappeared. Again, I have no definitive proof since I only learned about the name 

last night. I attempted a simple browser search, but you’d be surprised how many women are out 

there named Grace Rutherford. Didn’t even have enough time to eliminate any from the list, 

which I’ll do tonight.” 

With the hint of a smirk, Carla sits on the arm of a leather couch. “Why do they think it’s 

this woman?” 

“Ms. Rutherford had an interest in difficult cases and spoke openly about such people 

needing special help,” he answers while thumbing through a small notebook. He cringes at the 

taste of ink and sweat on his skin. “I guess she thought the modern methods weren’t good 

enough for some people. My contacts said her ideas made her a laughing stock even though she 

graduated with high grades. They doubt she would have gotten a post-doctorate position or a job 

of any kind since she was rather adamant about her beliefs. Again, this is if the person is still 

alive or existed in the first place.” 

“Did you hear about any locations?” 

“One person said they knew her and she was originally from a coastal town in Oregon.” 

“I didn’t see any plane ticket purchases on Ian’s credit card.” 

“If Raven’s Hold is paying for everything then you wouldn’t see the purchase.” 

“How much more time do you need to confirm things?” 

“I have other cases, but I think I can get it done by the end of next week.” 

“Thank you. I’ll give you what we agreed upon and some extra to see if it can be done by 

the middle of next week.” 

Flexing her fingers, Carla gets her checkbook and swiftly writes a modest payment for the 

investigator. Mr. Orson finishes his drink and puts the glass in the dishwasher before heading out 

the door with his money. Alone in her brother’s apartment, the young woman hunts for any dust 



or dirt to eliminate. She spends an hour cleaning while thinking about what she can do to bring 

Ian home as fast as possible. It is aggravating that she can only wait and worry instead of taking 

action like she normally does. 

“It’s my brother, so I have to do something,” Carla says as she takes out her phone. She 

locks up the apartment while dialing her husband who picks up immediately. “I’m heading home 

now, dear. Mr. Orson didn’t find much, but he had a location. It’s Oregon, so I was thinking of 

taking a week-long trip to Portland. I’ll need to rent a car, but I plan on bringing work along to 

make it a business trip. Yes, I can wait a day or two. I don’t want to get you in trouble with your 

boss. I’ll do the food shopping before I leave and I’ll update the notes on how to survive without 

me. Thank you for understanding, dear. Tell the girls that mommy is going to bring Uncle Ian 

home. Love you too. See you at home.”



Chapter 5 

Rich and Ian are frozen in place as they gaze through the window at the destruction and 

chaos in the common room. Tables have been tipped over and chairs have been hurled outside, 

one of them drawing their attention to the outburst. One of the bookcases has been knocked over 

to block the main entrance while the exit to the garden has been locked. The bent key is still 

sticking out of the keyhole, forcing the staff to try and break the door down. An orderly is 

twitching on the ground after being zapped by his own stun gun, the sedative syringes having 

been broken in the scuffle. Two more attendants are struggling to keep a black-haired woman in 

the corner and tend to her battered face. Security is busy trying to catch Dawn, who is leaping 

over the couches and lashing out at anyone that gets too close. The uniformed men are limping 

from kicks to the groin and chairs to the knees. A high-pitched cry rings out from the largest of 

the guards when Dawn jabs him in the eye with an empty syringe. 

“Stay away from me!” she screams, crawling onto a table and crouching. She leaps over the 

charging guards and lands on the heavy television, which wobbles beneath her weight. “Nobody 

feeds my unicorn without my permission! He’s on a very specific diet of grass, apples, and 

shrimp. So punish Jenny!” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the other woman cries while pressing gauze to the 

bite wound on her cheek. She curls into a ball when the television remote shatters against the 

wall above her head. “Please don’t hurt me. I won’t go near your unicorn again. I’ll be more 

careful. I didn’t even see him.” 

“Him? My unicorn is a girl!” Dawn replies while she rocks her awkward perch. Security 

reaches for her, so she swiftly breaks one of their fingers and bites into the fleshy hand of 

another. “Gross. Wash up before work. I taste fear and sweat. Stop trying to catch me. You’re 

not in charge here!” 

With a malicious grin, Dawn puts out her arms and shakes the television until it pitches 

forward. The heavy electronic crashes on top of the guards and pins them to the ground, broken 

glass surrounding them. Hitting one of the couches with her back, the brunette cackles like a 

little girl and flips over the furniture. Dawn does nothing to stop herself from slamming into the 

floor, her face leaving a bloody splotch on the tile. As if nothing happened, she hops to her feet 

and takes a deep breath through her broken nose. She spits out a tooth, which she casually 

reclaims and swallows. 



“It’ll grow back,” Dawn claims while approaching the small group in the corner. As if 

seeing Rich and Ian for the first time, she spins around to blow them a kiss. “Nobody likes 

peeping toms, boys. Except the blonde who keeps trying to walk around naked. I don’t know if I 

like her. Now I forgot why I was mad. Where did my unicorn go? Did somebody scare him 

away?” 

“You said that your unicorn ran into the forest because I gave her a piece of pineapple and 

that made her hyper,” Jenny replies, hoping that being helpful will get her out of trouble. The 

injured woman’s goes dry when she sees the rage aimed at her again. “I’m really sorry, Dawn. I 

didn’t know and . . . Jeremy told me it would make us friends. Yeah, he gave me the idea. I’ll do 

whatever it takes to make it up to you.” 

“What would I ever want from something like you?” Dawn asks in utter disgust. She spits 

on the floor at the woman’s feet and raises her head like an arrogant ruler. “I rule Raven’s Hold 

with an iron fist and a kind touch. You may not realize it, but all of this is for me and my beloved 

King. If only I knew where I left him. So there is nothing I would ever need from a peasant that 

readily grovels at my feet. Always remember that you are in my kingdom and angering me is 

dangerous. Unless I’m in the right mood and then we’ll flip a coin to see what happens. I will 

consider the fact that you were tricked by Jeremy. After all, I am a benevolent Queen and 

nothing without my citizens. Maybe not nothing, but I’d definitely get bored. For now, be gone 

from my presence.” 

“Be gone from your presence?” 

“Run like a little bunny before I eat your eyeballs.” 

“But the doors are blocked.” 

“Then go out the hallway window.” 

“Those don’t open.” 

Frustrated with the difficult woman, Dawn grabs a chair that she uses to beat the remaining 

orderlies to the floor. Tossing the blood-dripping weapon aside, she grabs Jenny by the arm and 

flashes a chilling grin. Spinning on her toes, the brunette hurls the terrified woman at the 

window, but the weeping body only cracks the glass. Dawn cocks her head to the side and goes 

to poke at the damage while Jenny uses the couch to help her stand. Still wanting her victim to 

leave, she grabs her fellow patient by the hair and beats her against the window. She only stops 

when the doors to the garden are bashed open and she sees the reflection of Dr. Rutherford 



entering. Ten guards and orderlies are filing in with their boss, each one armed with a stun gun 

and making a wall at the back of the room. 

“You dare to challenge me, Grace?” Dawn asks while gently placing Jenny on the nearest 

chair. Without hesitation, she kicks the legs out from under the piece of furniture and sends the 

unconscious woman to the floor. “This peasant needs to pay for overstepping her bounds. She 

fed my unicorn, which you know is punishable by severe punishment. Now go back to your files 

and sessions. None of this concerns you.” 

“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t angry and disappointed,” Grace states, her normally calm 

voice holding a subtle edge. She picks up a nearby chair and quietly sits, her glasses nearly 

slipping off her nose. “I understand that Ms. Cohl upset you and your pet has run away. Yet, that 

does not give you a right to injure others. All of these men and women need medical attention 

because of your actions. Justified as you may think you are, there is never a reason to cause so 

much brutality. You would be upset if you were on the receiving end of such actions. Please 

remember that you are here to get better and rejoin society without being a danger to others. I 

fear that I’m failing you, Ms. Addison, and for that I apologize. Now, what do you believe we 

should do here?” 

Feeling slightly diffused, Dawn bites her lower lip and drums her bare toes on the sticky 

floor. As her anger fades, she picks up on the tension in the room and realizes that it is all 

directed at her. The sight of the stun guns and the doctor makes her sweat, her teeth slowly 

piercing her lip. Backing away, she glances out the window at the hallway and sees armored 

figures waiting with sword-sized syringes. Cat-faced bats hang upside down and press their 

noses against the glass, their tongues writing her name on the misty surface. Touching the 

doorknob, Dawn yanks her hand back when she feels the fangs of a spider strike her palm and 

the poison runs up her arm. Blue veins throbs beneath her skin and she grabs an edged piece of 

plastic to make a long cut around her bicep. She watches the toxin seep down to her fingers, tiny 

skulls laughing at her from the ichor. 

For the first time in years, Dawn feels scared and weak, which drives her into a panic. When 

one of the guards shifts uncomfortably, she assumes they are about to rush her. Refusing to give 

up without a fight, the brunette grabs a book and throws it at Dr. Rutherford. The projectile 

knocks the blonde woman off the chair, causing one of the guards to bend down and check his 

boss. Dawn races for the opening in the wall and uses the crouched man to help her leap out one 



of the windows. She lands on the grass and races toward the distant woods, avoiding the few 

orderlies that try to catch her. Several patients leap in to help and tackle the staff to give their 

fellow patient a clear path to the wilderness. Unleashing a maddening scream and holding her 

head, Dawn plunges into the forest and disappears among the trees. 

“Hurry up or we’ll lose her,” Ian whispers while backing away from the window. He 

watches those inside tend to the injured, none of them paying attention to him or Rich. “I don’t 

think she should be alone right now. Come on or she might do something foolish. Why aren’t 

you following?” 

“Because it’s Dawn Addison,” Rich replies, catching his friend by the wrist. He crouches 

and takes Ian down with him, making sure they remain out of sight. “This is the woman who 

wrapped duct tape around your neck. She tries to make you eat your breakfast in a bowl on the 

floor every morning. I don’t have anything against her, but I’m not going out of my way to check 

on her. Besides, the idea of being in that forest gives me the creeps. They get worse when I 

imagine being alone with Dawn in there.” 

“So she thinks I’m a dog and not person. She’s still one of us,” the younger man says, 

sighing at the eye roll he gets in return. Slipping his wrist free, Ian crawls backwards until he is 

out of reach. “Fine, she’s one of my people since you’re not supposed to be here. Haven’t you 

wanted to investigate the forest anyway? You’re always talking about the basement, but the 

source of the ghosts could be there too. If you really want to prove you’re not delusional then 

you need to check every lead.” 

Rich clicks his camera a few times and watches as several patients are escorted back to the 

building. “I hope you realize that you’re a horrible person. If I was delusional then you’re only 

feeding my problems and making it harder for me to leave this place. Think about that while we 

check on Dawn and see if we can find an open grave or disturbed holy land. We’re only going 

out there for an hour though. Once the sun is over there, the mission is over and I’m coming back 

with or without you.” 

“Deal, but I’ll take the lead.” 

Ian begins to crawl along the ground, but stops when he realizes how suspicious that would 

be. Instead, he calmly walks toward the furthest tennis court that is only a few yards away from 

the edge of the forest. Rich remains a few steps behind, which makes his friend think he will 

retreat at any moment. Nobody pays any attention to the pair since there is already a group 



playing a game. Ian waves to the orderly and stretches his arms before breaking into a slow jog 

and gesturing for Rich to do the same. They make a few laps around the court, their circles 

gradually getting wider and wider. None of those inside the fenced area pay much attention to 

the pair and focus more on their game. 

“Make a break for it now,” Ian hisses when they are on their seventh pass of the forest. He 

sprints for the trees and is happy to hear Rich is right behind him. The two men hear some 

yelling from the orderly and patients, but they have vanished into the shadowy forest before any 

of them can reach the fence’s door. 

***** 

Paths appear and vanish in the middle of clearings while the rustling of wings are heard 

throughout the branches. Ian and Rich catch glimpses of the ebony birds that are hiding behind 

the leaves, but it is never more than a ruffling of feathers. Squirrels bound throughout the 

underbrush with several screeching at the intruders before running away. Faint footprints can be 

seen in the every dirt road, none of them of someone barefoot like Dawn. Every trail that they 

follow turns out to be a dead end at a clearing. One wrong turn leads them into a patch of thorny 

bushes that forces them to backtrack. Nursing a few cuts on their hands and arms, the pair stop at 

a moss-covered oak to rest. 

“How long have we been out here?” Ian asks, checking the sky for a glimpse of the sun. He 

can see it to his left even though he swears it had been on his right a minute ago. “I think we’ve 

been turned around so much that we lost track of everything. Maybe this was a bad idea and we 

should head back.” 

“I agree, but I don’t know which way we’re supposed to go,” Rich says while looking 

through his camera. A shadow flickers across the lens, causing him to yelp and let the machine 

hang from the strap around his neck. “Did you see that? This place is just wrong. The birds are 

hiding in the trees and remaining silent. Every rodent seems to screech or snarl at us. Tracks stop 

in the middle of nowhere. I get the feeling that people aren’t wanted in the forest, so let’s pick a 

direction and keep walking. Forget the paths and just walk until we hit Raven’s Hold or the 

coast.” 

“Let’s rest for a bit and calm down. You’re too jittery to go anywhere,” the younger man 

politely points out, nodding his head at his companion’s shaking hands. He takes a seat on the 

ground, pausing briefly when he gets the sensation that he is in danger. “That was strange. For a 



second, I was afraid that I’d get sucked into the earth and fall forever. Maybe we should keep 

moving and remain on the lookout for Dawn. I’m going to try calling for her again. Dawn! It’s 

Ian and Rich! We’re out here looking for you!” 

“Could you have given me a chance to stop you?” 

“I’m only yelling. At worst, the orderlies find us.” 

Snapping twigs and rustling bushes come from every direction while the faint echo of Ian’s 

voice returns. His words become louder until their volume forces the two men to cover their 

ringing ears. A buffering gale strikes the area and takes the shouting away, leaving the trees 

silent and still. The shadow of a bird passes overhead, but remains in the sun to prevent anyone 

from clearly seeing its form. In the animal’s wake, a chill ripples through the forest and leaves a 

layer of frost on the leaves. The icy coating and the eerie stillness vanish after the terrified men 

blink a few times. 

“I assume you saw all of that,” Rich whispers, not wanting to restart the strange events. He 

gets closer to his friend and squats down, making it easier to talk in a low voice. “I don’t know 

what’s going on here. All I know is that we have to get out of here now. Dawn can take care of 

herself if she’s even still in the forest. It took us so long to reach the trees that she could have 

come out in a spot that we didn’t see. Your heart is in the right place, but this was a ridiculous 

idea.” 

“Is that a hoof print?” Ian asks, ignoring his friend’s warnings. He crawls over to a marking 

that resembles a horseshoe. “Do you think-” 

Aggravated and nervous, Rich pounces on the other man to cover his mouth. “No. Ghosts 

and demons are one thing, but I am not going to believe that a unicorn is wandering the island. 

One of the patients who escaped into here might have left the prints around the forest. Dawn 

snuck in here at one point, saw them, and added the unicorn to her hallucinations. You can’t 

really believe such a creature exists.” 

Ian angrily shoves the sweat hand off his face and gets to his feet, standing over the sweaty 

man. “No, but prints wouldn’t last in the dirt for so long. It’s rained since I got here and the 

branches aren’t that tightly knit. All I was going to ask is if you thought someone is playing 

tricks on the patients in here. You just said that some people escaped into the forest, so what if 

they’re still around? They could use this place to mess with any of the patients that come in and 

they’d definitely know how to screw with Dawn.” 



“I see where you’re going with this, but it wouldn’t work,” the older man replies, accepting 

a helping hand. He checks the sky and points to the east before taking the lead. “The problem is 

that it’s not that big. The winter would be a nightmare since they’d only be wearing these thin 

clothes. I guess they could eat some of the wildlife and I’ve seen berries. Might be some 

drinkable water around here too. Okay, so it the idea isn’t entirely unbelievable. If we’re in 

trouble with Dr. Rutherford then we can suggest this to minimize our punishment. Still I’d prefer 

to get back without being seen.” 

Not wanting to argue, Ian obediently trudges behind his friend and keeps his eyes out for 

suspicious tracks. After a few minutes, he sees four gouges in an oak and stops to take a closer 

look at the damage. Turning to whistle for Rich, the noise gets caught on his lips when he sees 

that the other man is nowhere to be seen. Ian listens for the sound of footsteps, but all he can hear 

are fluttering wings and buzzing bees. Not wanting to wander off, he runs his fingers along the 

deep marks in the tree and is surprised to pull a curved claw out of the wood. The black hook 

reminds him of an eagle’s talon, which reminds him that he has seen such birds flying above the 

forest. Yet he can only imagine the size of the animal that could damage an oak and shudders at 

the thought of what it could do to a human body. 

The faint sound of crying catches Ian’s attention and he tosses the talon over his shoulder, 

the item forgotten as soon as it leaves his hand. Knowing that he is making a mistake, the young 

man follows the noise through the trees. Black forms flicker among the branches and every 

motion releases a gentle rain of ebony feathers. Ian is careful to avoid every pointy rock and thin 

twig, which grants him a silent approach to the pond. Instead of stepping out of the trees, a 

warning goes off in his mind and he crouches behind a thick maple. A metallic taste is in his 

mouth and his heart is beating hard in his chest, but he continues to ignore the visceral signs of 

fear. 

Standing at the muddy shore of the pond, Dawn has her hands clasped to her chest and is 

sobbing. Frogs are hopping around her bare feet while a trio of turtles stare at her from the 

murky water. Perched within the trees, hundreds of fat ravens wait patiently for the young 

woman to talk. A few of the ebony birds have dead squirrels and mice clenched in their feet, the 

tattered meals eventually dropping to the forest floor. A hot wind whips through the clearing and 

brings a group of vivid butterflies with it, the insects gathering around Dawn. With a relaxing 



breath, she lifts her hands to her shoulder and gently strokes the nose of a creature that is not 

there. 

“I’m glad you came back,” Dawn coos before giving a kiss to the unicorn’s cheek. She 

wipes a few tears from her eyes and gazes at the ravens, her eyes briefly pausing on where Ian is 

hiding. “I made a big mess and I don’t know if I can go back. People might be dead. At the very 

least, Grace is angry and I will be punished. I miss my bed. Pottery class was fun too, so I’m not 

ready to go away. Yes, I love you too. Do you think you could undo what I did?” 

The wind grows incredibly hot and the pond bubbles, cooking the turtles in their shells. A 

chorus of caws erupt from the trees and the birds take to the air. Obviously annoyed, the flock 

circles the clearing and dive to tear the wings off the helpless butterflies. The twitching insects 

are snatched up by the frogs that leap into the water where they pop like overfilled balloons. A 

horrid stench rises from the pond and it takes all of Ian’s strength to avoid throwing up. 

“I’m sorry that you’re angry!” Dawn shouts in a pleading voice. She suddenly turns and 

reaches out as if to grab the unicorn by the horn. “No! Don’t take him away from me. I’ll be 

good from now on. Okay, not good, but I’ll be more careful. I’ll give you a new toy if you fix 

things. Not even everything. As long as I can go back to Raven’s Hold because I don’t want to 

go away. Thank you. I know what to do. Do you still love me?” 

The ravens return to the trees, but the biggest one perches on the branch above Ian’s head. It 

stares down at him with piercing yellow eyes that seem to eat at his mind. With an anxiety attack 

looming, the young man sprints away from the pond and crashes through the trees. He has no 

clue as to where he is going and only wants to get away from the ravens. Branches seem to reach 

down and slap Ian in the face to leave burning cuts on his skin. Bramble bushes tear at his pants 

while he struggles to breathe and remain conscious. The sound of flapping overhead drives him 

to run faster through an icy rain that falls from the cloudless sky. 

Ian bursts out of the forest and is immediately tackled by an orderly whose friend is gently 

subduing Rich a few feet away. The bald man is quietly giving up and doing whatever he is told 

to do, which includes not looking at his friend’s outburst. Ian’s eyes widen at the sight of the 

needle, which plunges into his thigh and gives him the soothing sedative. With his muscles 

relaxing, he tries to mumble about Dawn and the ravens, but all he does is drool. Another attempt 

sends a shot of spittle into the face of the orderly who casually wipes the bodily fluid from her 

face. 



Before the injection can have its full effect, Ian sees Dawn in the distance and he thrashes on 

the ground. The young woman is happily skipping and dancing toward the building, a random 

cartwheel feeling like she is taunting her fellow patients. Nobody seems to notice her flashy 

approach, including those she passes by. As Ian passes out from the sedative and exhaustion, he 

watches Dawn stop at the door to the common room and blow him a friendly kiss. The young 

man can swear the sound that comes out of her mouth is a cawing raven, but he is unconscious 

before he can be sure.



Chapter 6 

Ian groans and holds his head, which feels like it is one soft noise away from shattering like 

a dropped glass. He sees a bottle of water and some medicine next to his bed, but he only takes 

the drink since he cannot identify the pills. As the pain gradually subsides, he realizes that he is 

in his room and somebody has put him in fresh clothes. Bandages have been put on the cuts and 

scrapes he received in the forest, each minor wound burning at the slightest pressure. He half 

expects to find himself bound to the bed considering how hard he was tackled, so he is pleasantly 

surprised that he is free to move around. Ian stands on aching legs and takes a few awkward 

steps before leaning against the wall. His stomach is roaring in hunger, but the thought of eating 

makes him nauseous. All he can manage is the water, which gives him enough energy and clarity 

to stand without feeling weak. 

Noticing a typed letter on the door, Ian takes a deep breath and crosses the room. He 

recognizes the personalized stationary from the invitation to Raven’s Hold and gets nervous that 

the message is telling him to pack his things. Instead, the letter informs him that Dr. Rutherford 

is aware of his reason for going after Dawn and he is not in trouble. There is a reminder of the 

rules in regards to the forest and a warning that he will be put into the solitary wing on his next 

transgression. Ian sticks the letter back where he found it before knocking to get the attention of 

the guard outside. With a soft click, the door is unlocked and slowly creaks open enough to let a 

slender arm slip through. The limb blindly gropes until it finds the piece of paper and crumples it 

into a ball. Flipping Ian off, the arm disappears and he barely hears someone stuff the letter into 

their mouth and swallow it. 

“It’s funny how a fire at the dock can draw guards away from the post. Especially if they’re 

watching a low risk patient,” Dawn says while she shoves her way into the room. Showing no 

sign of her previous injuries, the woman’s mouth falls open when she sees the barrenness around 

her. “You have nothing in here. My room has posters, a walk-in closet, bunk beds, and a hot tub. 

I’m not allowed to have water in there, so I filled it with hot chocolate. If we become friends 

then you should visit. Right now, I’m not sure what to do with you, little puppy.” 

“I’m sorry if I interrupted something,” Ian swears while backing away from his guest. He 

remembers how she reacted to Jenny, so he kneels as if she is a queen. “Rich and I were 

concerned about you. Don’t be too angry with him because he wasn’t with me when I found you 



and I talked him into going with me. After everything that happened with Jenny and the 

orderlies, I thought you might do something drastic.” 

“I’m insulted that you think I’m so fragile,” the young woman replies before she goes on all 

fours. “Why are you down here? If you see ants then you’re hallucinating. This room has 

termites and they only come out on Thursdays. Ants are in the cafeteria and they always appear 

when we get pizza.” 

“I thought you would want me to kneel.” 

“Maybe later. We have to talk first.” 

Dawn scratches her head as she searches for a place to sit by crawling around like a cat. Her 

nose is pressed to the floor and she sniffs the tiles, the gesture making Ian wonder if she is doing 

a poor imitation of a dog. The brunette hops up to the window and pushes it open, allowing her 

to comfortably sit with her legs dangling outside. Unable to see her host, she pats the spot next to 

her until the young man joins her. Scared that she will knock him out the window, Ian faces the 

inside of the room and keeps a tight grip on the sill. 

“I hate it when people follow me,” Dawn states, her soft voice losing some of its manic 

energy. “By the way, I will be settling with Mr. Garrett when I feel like it. He knows my rules 

and should have left you to suffer alone.” 

“I agree that I should have been more considerate,” Ian whispers as he inches away from the 

glassy-eyed woman. She catches him by the wrist and runs her fingernail along his skin. “To be 

fair, I had no time to ask your permission when I followed you. When a person runs away upset, 

you don’t usually have a chance to say anything first. That’s still no excuse and all I can do is 

apologize until you forgive me.” 

Clicking her heels several times, Dawn grinds her thumb into Ian’s flesh. “That sounds 

boring and not as effective as what I planned. If you really want to be friends then you need to 

prove yourself. Not only to me, but also to my unicorn who is embarrassed that you saw him in 

his vulnerable state.” 

“Do you want me to get your unicorn some sugar cubes?” 

“He’s diabetic now.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

“How fast can you run, little puppy?” 

“I never really thought about it.” 



“The window might give you a chance.” 

Dawn slides back into the room and goes to sit on the bed, her legs daintily crossed at the 

ankles. With a wicked smirk, she claps her hands over her head and makes the sound of a 

mournful wolf. Several faint footsteps can be heard in the hallway before Jeremy barrels through 

the door. Dawn gleefully squeals and bounces on the creaky bed while she watches Ian scramble 

out the first floor window. Blowing a kiss to her muscular lackey, the brunette hops to her feet 

and spins to the door. Seeing that Jeremy is still in the room, she waves him away and blocks the 

exit until he realizes that he should follow Ian. 

“Mildly handsome, but not that bright,” Dawn says to herself while stretching her legs. She 

takes a deep breath and sprints down the hallway. “I need some help, Grace! Ian and Jeremy are 

trying to kill each other! I overheard them arguing and they went out the window. You better do 

something before somebody gets hurt. Remember that three of your patients think they’re 

lawyers and one of them is actually a judge. Raven’s Hold doesn’t want to be pulled into a 

lawsuit.” 

The young woman hurries to get to the common room where the two men have carried their 

fight. Jeremy is sporting a badly bruised arm after Ian slammed the garden door on the limb, but 

he is still healthy enough to knock the smaller man around. The other patients stay against the 

walls while furniture is overturned and thrown. Ian is focused more on getting away and only 

throws a sloppy punch when cornered. Sucking at a split lip and running out of energy, his empty 

stomach goes numb with every shot that Jeremy delivers. A jab to his chest knocks him against 

the television that wobbles on its stand. 

“Didn’t this-” Ian begins to say before he is tackled to the ground. 

Battered and desperate, he grabs a nearby pillow to put under his head as his attacker 

attempts to slam his face into the floor. A playful giggle from Dawn gets both men to look at 

where she is jumping in the doorway. She licks her lips, which causes Jeremy to return to the 

fight and attempt to strangle his fellow patient. Delivering a solid kick to the groin, Ian gets free 

and makes a break for the hallway. He is almost at the doorway when an orderly with a stun gun 

shocks him in the chest. Another staff member steps around the twitching man to zap Jeremy, the 

larger man requiring a second dose of electricity to put him down. 

“Take them to the solitary wing,” Dr. Rutherford orders while approaching Dawn. The 

blonde snaps her fingers at one of her employees and points at Ian. “Mr. Connors has not eaten in 



twenty-four hours. I will allow you to bring him a meal when he is able to keep food down. No 

utensils, so cut his meal before serving it. I will review the situation in the morning since this is 

Mr. Connors first transgression. On the other hand, Jeremy has been here many times before. I 

wonder if somebody is behind this fight. What do you think, Ms. Addison?” 

“I promised Jeremy that I would do something fun with him if he beat up Ian,” Dawn replies 

with a casual shrug. She pats the doctor on the cheek and gives her a small hug before relaxing 

on the couch. “He brought it on himself. After all, I really don’t like being followed.” 

***** 

The solitary wing is still brightly lit, but the doors to each room are thicker and lack 

windows. Located on the third floor of Raven’s Hold, the windows are locked and boarded up 

from the inside. Only a few weak beams of light can get through the spaces between the boards, 

which requires anyone within the room to depend on a ceiling lamp. The switch for the bolted 

down dome is in the hallway, so Ian and Jeremy have no control over when they are plunged into 

utter darkness. With only a bed and a trashcan, the two men feel more like prisoners instead of 

patients. Even the cheery drawings on the wall are of little comfort since the forest scenes remind 

them of the outside world. 

“Can you hear me?” Ian asks, his mouth full of the peanut butter and jelly sandwich he was 

given. A grim-faced guard opens the door to take the paper plate and a cup of flat soda. “I was 

talking to Jeremy, but thanks. Hey, what do I do if I have to go to the bathroom?” 

“Push the white button, but you only get a trip once every four hours,” the staff member 

answers, her free hand patting the stun gun at her belt. “If you give us any trouble then we use 

these again. Dr. Rutherford may have you stay up here longer too, so don’t try to do anything 

foolish. Lights out in five minutes!” 

“Go to hell!” Jeremy shouts from his room across the hall. His door shudders from a kick 

that is followed by a muffled curse of pain. “Both of you can go to hell. I didn’t do anything 

besides what Dawn told me to do. So she should be the one up here instead of me.” 

“Probably a good thing that we don’t talk,” Ian mutters as the guard closes his door and 

locks it. The young man scratches his head and turns to stare at the boarded window. “When did 

this place get so many armed staff members? I don’t remember seeing more than three during my 

tour a month ago. Now they seem to be everywhere. Aside from Dawn’s outburst and Jeremy’s 

weekly fights, nothing has happened to require an increase in security.” 



The light flickers off and Ian waits patiently for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. With 

barely anything in the room, he already knows approximately where the bed is sitting. Still, he 

takes some solace in the silence and the gradual appearance of the world around him. His fingers 

run along his arms, pausing at every old scar to allow him to remember the event that triggered 

his self-mutilation. Ian is proud that he has not had even a slight urge to cut himself for the last 

week and even longer since he has had a suicidal thought. For the first time in years, the young 

man believes he can be confident and mentally fit enough to survive society. With a yawn, he 

takes a few steps toward the bed and winces at the pressure on his split lip. 

“The guards protect you from me,” the mysterious voice says from the shadows. A gurgling 

cackle tickles the back of Ian’s neck, causing him to shiver. “It has been a long time since I 

peeked in on you. Others are more fun to play with. You make me think. Do you still think there 

is fun in normal?” 

“This has to be a prank by the staff members,” Ian whispers to himself as he crawls under 

the covers. The sensation of spiders running along his skin makes him whip the sheet off and he 

briefly sees the black dots before they disappear. “You’re obviously not a ghost. If you were then 

you would remember that I didn’t say that. I said there was no fun in being alone. I’ve seen 

enough movies and shows to know that ghosts don’t make those kinds of mistakes.” 

“Because such things are always true,” the phantom chuckles while the trashcan is peeled 

like a banana. With a gentle grind on the floor, the remains spin and release a swarm of purple 

fireflies. “Are they calling me a ghost? I never claimed to be such a thing.” 

“Then, what are you?” 

“Something else.” 

“Vague answer makes me think you’re pulling a prank on me.” 

“Forced ignorance is a sin in my world.” 

Two by two, pairs of yellow orbs appear around the room and Ian hears a chorus of flapping 

wings. The glowing insects that have filled the room vanish as the sound of snapping beaks rolls 

from the shadows. A feather softly glides across his forehead and leaves a burning scratch that 

evaporates into red mist. Unable to see the birds, Ian struggles to control his rapid breathing and 

watches the eyes move in the thickening darkness. A putrid smell hits his nose and it reminds 

him of the turtles that were boiled in the pond. Wanting the visions to go away, he ducks under 

the covers and sticks his fingers in his ears. Eerie caws echoing off the walls, the birds drag the 



sheet to the floor where they tear at it and leave Ian exposed. For a second, he swears there is a 

figure standing at the foot of his bed, but it is gone faster than it appeared. 

“Go away,” he begs through clenched teeth. Desperation takes over his mind, so he bites 

into his arm with enough force to draw blood. The sheet reappears, whole and covering him as it 

was doing before the birds attacked. “Ghosts don’t exist and that was too vivid for a prank. Not 

unless something was put in my sandwich. That must be it. Unless I’m not really getting better 

and I’m starting to have stress-based hallucinations.” 

“Humans are such weak creatures,” the voice says from the far side of the room. There is a 

sense of disappointment and boredom in its tone, which puts Ian on edge. “You think there is 

always a rational explanation or an excuse. Take your friend across the hall. Nothing is his fault 

and everyone is against him. All it takes to unmake a person like that is a mirror that they cannot 

escape. This is why I avoid him. Far too easy while you are a much more interesting challenge, 

Mr. Connors.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

“You ask me a lot of questions for someone who doesn’t believe I exist.” 

“I’m playing along.” 

“Then get some sleep and prepare for another round. Win them all and we get to meet.” 

“Let me go home.” 

“Foolish little puppy,” the phantom whispers with a baritone giggle. A cool hand strokes 

Ian’s forehead and closes his eyes, forcing exhaustion to overtake him. “That’s the entire point 

of Raven’s Hold. We want to prepare you to return home. Goodnight and sweet dreams.”



Chapter 7 

The small town of Crow’s Landing sits on the coast of Oregon and is like nothing Carla has 

ever seen before. Being used to large cities and suburbs, the quaint town makes her feel as if she 

has stepped back in time. All of the buildings are made of wood and brick in a cape style that she 

remembers seeing while driving through the more rural areas of her home state. The cobblestone 

roads force her to park the rental car in the only lot she can find, which has plenty of empty 

spaces. Carla realizes that there are very few vehicle and she has yet to see a gas station. She 

comes to the conclusion that most of the people here are from other towns and they only come to 

Crow’s Landing to dock their ships. Such a situation would explain why there are very few 

residential houses, each building proving to be a business. Everything from the grocery to the 

store to the inn are of the same architectural style and the only differences are the signs that hang 

over the doors. 

Reaching the docks, Carla is disappointed to find that every vessel is a simple rowboat. All 

of the information that Mr. Orson gave her said that Raven’s Hold is on a nearby island, which 

means she needs to get a ride. Only a few locals are nearby, but they give her a glare whenever it 

looks like she is about to approach. With no idea where to start her search, Carla wanders the 

streets and keeps an eye out for anyone that looks friendly. The drab-colored clothes of the 

townsfolk combine with their dour expressions to make her consider sleeping in her car and 

stealing a boat at night. 

“I have not come this far to be undone by the town that time forgot,” Carla whispers as she 

sits on a bench and rubs her aching feet. Waving to a passing mother and child, she glances in 

the direction of the ocean and rubs her thumb along her necklace. “This place was nearly 

impossible to find. I don’t even get cellphone service out here, so I can’t call Mr. Orson for help. 

Maybe I can find a landline around here, but that would require finding a friendly local. Carla, 

you may have gotten yourself into big trouble this time.” 

Her attention is drawn to a group of kids that are wearing bright t-shirts, each one depicting 

a character that she recognizes. The smiling and laughing pack stand out in the depressing little 

town, which makes the weary stranger decide to follow them. None of the kids notice the woman 

following them as they head down a side street and enter a building with a door that is adorned 

with a rainbow mural. A sign swings in the wind, the golden coin picture still as vivid as when it 

was first painted. Something about the style of the drawings is familiar to Carla, but she cannot 



put her finger on the memory. With no other ideas, she takes a deep breath and pushes the door 

open, a cacophony of noise hitting her in the ears. 

Electronic sounds are erupting around Carla while she lets the door close and takes in the 

sight of the brightly lit arcade. Famous video game characters are painted on the walls and 

ceiling, including a few from the modern home systems. Stunned by the unexpected discovery, 

she sees pinball machines to her left and air hockey tables to her right. On the other side of the 

maze of games stands a counter that kids rush to with their tickets, the younger ones never 

collecting enough to get any of the big prizes. The smell of fresh pizza is in the air even though 

Carla cannot see the distant kitchen. All of her childhood memories come flowing back and she 

finds herself tempted to find the nearest token machine. 

“I’ll bring Ian here when I get my hands on him,” the smiling woman whispers as she heads 

for the prize counter. Weaving through the mob of happy children and teens, Carla pauses at the 

sight of one of the games. “I thought this one was only for home systems. Even the buttons are 

the same as a controller. Wonder when they started making stuff like this.” 

“What’s a home system?” one the younger kids asks, his mouth full of greasy pizza. He 

grunts and shoves another kid away while pointing at the token sitting on the machine. “I’m next 

so find another game. You know the rules.” 

“Maybe it’s because you’re in a small town, but big cities don’t have many arcades like 

this,” Carla explains as she examines an unused machine. The graphics on the screen are a little 

cruder than she remembers, but she recognizes the game from one that her daughters play on 

rainy days. “We play these games at home where we can save our progress and come back 

whenever we want. Not really sure how to explain it since this place is pretty strange. Again, I 

never knew some of these games were available for arcades.” 

“If it’s only about saving then we can do that here and just put in the code to get to our 

files,” the boy answers as his attention drifts back to his token. He gets a cup off the floor to take 

a long drink of soda, his foot impatiently tapping on the carpet. “Besides, arcades are more pure 

and special than home systems. If you can play whenever you want then there’s nothing to stop 

you from escaping reality all the time. So good kids that want to succeed would never get 

something like one of these home systems you’re talking about. Maybe you want your children 

to be failures and not know the difference between hallucinations and the real world. After all, 

nobody important ever became successful with their head in the clouds.” 



Unnerved by the boy’s speech, Carla backs away and continues heading for the prize 

counter. Now that she is less enamored with the arcade, she notices that there are no adults and 

all of the laughing children have a serious look on their faces. It is a stern glimmer in their eyes 

that puts her on edge and makes her walk faster to where she hopes to find an employee. Carla 

releases a long held breath when she sees the man in a yellow shirt and a hat with floppy 

elephant ears on the sides. With a bellowing voice, he congratulates every child for their haul of 

tickets and happily gets them the prize of their choice. Most of them ask for candy or tiny toys 

that will probably be lost by the end of the week. Only a few of the older kids have saved enough 

tickets for the more interesting prizes that adorn the back wall. 

“Thank you for coming and good luck on your next game,” the elephant hat man says to a 

teen who walks away with a plush raven. With no other customers, his sparkling eyes fall on the 

stranger at the far end of the counter. “You’re new here, which is something I don’t get to say 

that often. I don’t see any little ones, so I’m going to guess you’re lost and need directions. Not 

that Crow’s Landing is a hard place to navigate.” 

“Actually, I have two daughters at home and I’m sure that would love to visit a place like 

this,” Carla replies with a warm smile that hides her nervousness. She moves away from the 

glass case to allow a little girl to pick a favorite candy, but she frowns and disappears to win 

more tickets. “Sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Carla Nash and I’m kind of 

passing through. My brother is in an institution called Raven’s Hold and he told me that it’s near 

this town. I haven’t been able to find it on any map and I’ve been searching all day. Do you 

happen to know where I can find this place? I believe it’s run by a woman named Dr. Grace 

Rutherford.” 

“You mean the looney bin where the really broken souls go to either get fixed or never be 

seen again?” the man bluntly replies, his chubby fingers drumming on the counter. Even though 

his grin widens, there is a definite shift in his friendly demeanor. “It used to be an island manor 

of the founders of Crow’s Landing and several other local villages. Nothing really special about 

it until that doctor took over and made her asylum. Strange things started happening here soon 

after that like wandering shadows and pets disappearing. All of the crows that gave us our town 

its name have flown away. Then again, we have a lot of coyotes that would eat pets and be 

mistaken for ghosts at night. No explanation for the birds though, so we can assume that has 

something to do with the island.” 



Carla’s lips twitch before her smile falters and she hides her frown with a forced yawn. “I’m 

sorry, but I haven’t slept much. That’s the place my brother is and I’d really like to visit him or 

even take him home. His family is worried since he never contacts us. Do you know of a boat I 

can borrow or rent?” 

“Are you sure he wants to return home?” the arcade owner inquires while handing a lollipop 

to a little girl. He pats the child on the head and squeezes a pump that makes a felt horn rise out 

of the front of his hat. “That was a poor question since you’re only concerned. I can give you a 

ship, but it wouldn’t be free. A two person rowboat is one of our grand prizes and will only cost 

you three million tickets.” 

“I don’t have the time or patience for that,” the frustrated woman claims with a groan of 

defeat. The clanging of a bell shakes the building and she hears several machines unleash a flood 

of tickets that the kids greedily gather. “What just happened? Did the games just give a payday 

for no reasons?” 

“There’s a random jackpot once a week where three million tickets are emptied out of the 

machines. Guess you just missed your chance,” the man says while offering a plastic dragonfly 

ring. He takes off his hat and scratches his balding head, the sight of the exhausted money 

tugging at his heartstrings. “I can see how the timing on that is cruel. Seems karma is out to mess 

with you, so I’d be careful. In fact, you might want to turn back and leave your brother in 

Raven’s Hold. Trust me when I say that him being there is for the best. Still, you look like a 

determined woman. Go to the docks and ask for Kyle Stevenson. He rents boats by the day and 

he might even be willing to sell you one cheap if you aren’t picky.” 

“Thank you. I really appreciate it,” Carla says, her voice filled with relief. She lets the man 

escort her to the exit, but her hand stops on the doorknob. “By the way, what are your hours? I 

am thinking of bringing my brother here when we come through again. He might get upset if I 

show this place to him and you’re only open for an hour.” 

“We’re open twenty four hours a day, but closed on Mondays to restock everything. Have a 

safe journey, Mrs. Nash,” the owner claims with a proud smile. He pushes the door open and 

watches the woman leave, his eyes taking in the overcast. “Dang. Looks like it’s going to rain 

soon.” 

***** 



Within the sudden storm, the tiny vessel is tossed and spun by the waves. Carla holds on 

tight while her muttering companion does his best to prevent the boat from flipping over. Kyle 

has given up trying to use the oars and shifts his wait while physically moving the screaming 

woman. He regrets accepting the offer to take Carla to Raven’s Hold even though he really needs 

the money she offered. For his entire life, the black-haired man has been told to never go to the 

founder’s property and he forgets the warnings at the sight of a large number next to a dollar 

sign. Peering over his shoulder, he can see that the island remains in the distance as nothing more 

than an indistinct blob against the darkness. 

“This storm came out of nowhere!” Kyle shouts over the wind. An eddy spins the tiny 

vessel, leaving him disoriented and unsure of their original direction. “I don’t know if we’re 

heading the right way. Too choppy and rough to use the oars. How strong a swimmer are you, 

Mrs. Nash?” 

“But which way do we go?” she asks, barely able to understand what he is saying. Kyle 

makes an exaggerated paddling motion with his arms, which turns into a flail as he almost falls 

out of the boat. “I know enough to not drown in a pool, but this is too much. There are lifeguards 

who couldn’t survive out here. Just keep trying to get to land! It doesn’t look too far away! I can 

even see lights!” 

“Those are probably the stars, lady,” the terrified man mutters under his breath. A blast of 

lightning rips through the sky and briefly shows they are heading for Raven’s Hold. “Not to 

sound unchivalrous, but I can’t save you and myself. If we go into the water then you’re going to 

be on your own. All I can recommend is to not panic and try your best to remember which way is 

up.” 

Carla squints at Kyle as if that will make his words clearer, but the wind and rain are too 

loud for her to understand anything. She assumes he is telling her that they are almost there or he 

will do what he can to keep her safe. A bitter chill strikes the back of her neck while deafening 

thunder makes her ears ring.  Carla rubs her eyes when she sees howling faces rise from the 

frothy water and pop when their mouths open too far. With every flash of lightning, schools of 

fish leap out of the waves and bash themselves against the small boat. Another eddy spins the 

pair and does not release them until Kyle tumbles into the ocean. He breaks the surface for a 

moment only to be washed away by a powerful wave. 



“I’ll come and get you!” Carla shouts as she grabs an oar and tries to steer the boat. She 

attempts to imitate what she has seen Kyle do, but she has very little control over where she is 

heading. “I can’t get anywhere! I’m sorry!” 

The storm eases enough for her to locate the man, who is struggling to swim for the distant 

shore. Carla is relieved to see that he is alive and puts her hands to her mouth in order to call for 

his help. She freezes when a rumble of thunder comes from behind her and continues for over a 

minute. Not wanting to look over her shoulder, the terrified woman beats the water with the oar 

and prays that she can get to the island. Her movements are too chaotic to be of any use, so she is 

trapped within the current. Far ahead, Carla can see Kyle pointing and waving at whatever is 

approaching. 

“I’m going to regret this,” she whispers before turning around. 

Blocking her view is an immense tidal wave that she swears is crested with a row of sharp, 

foamy teeth. Lightning flashes above to pierce the incoming wall, but the holes are swiftly filled 

by the churning water. Numb and confused, Carla drops the useless oar overboard and sits in 

silence. She can hear Kyle yelling, but her mind is unable to understand his words. With a blank 

expression of utter defeat on her face, she turns to the man and wonders if either of them will 

survive. All she can think of doing is a feeble wave before the tidal wave crashes over them with 

the sound of slamming jaws. 

***** 

From the dock of Raven’s Hold, Grace watches the tiny ship capsize and its riders get 

sucked beneath the gentle waves. A faint shimmer around the edge of the island tells her that 

something is going on beyond her senses. Sipping at a margarita, she fixes her glasses and lets 

this brief moment of calm wash over her. When the mysterious haze around her surroundings has 

evaporated, Grace places her drink on the ground and watches the sun quickly get back into its 

proper position. 

A bobbing object catches her attention as it nears the island at a suspicious rate. Carried on a 

strong current, the waterlogged purse is tossed on the gentle waves until it hooks the top of the 

dock’s ladder. Grace tries to finish her drink, but the margarita turns salty and putrid in her 

mouth. Hurling the melting glass into the ocean, the blonde grabs the bag to search for anything 

that can identify the owner. Finding the leather wallet, she takes out the driver’s license and 



frowns at the familiar name. With a mild curse, the doctor rummages for her phone and casually 

dials the number for the front office. 

“Send a staffer to the shore with a wheelchair,” Grace says while she watches the tide bring 

in pieces of the boat. A severed arm with teeth marks catches her attention, but she ignores it 

when she sees it is part of a male. “We’re going to have an unexpected guest. At least we didn’t 

know about her. I can only guess at how long he’s been waiting for this little toy. This does 

explain a few things that have happened recently. Look for a woman to wash up onshore and 

bring her to the basement. Her rebirth must be a top priority, so tell him not to play with his food 

for too long. I’ll visit after my rounds and another margarita. Things are going to get messy 

around here.”



Chapter 8 

Rich flips the table to give himself some time to make a run for the door, but he is too 

panicked to watch where he is going. Banging into tables and stumbling over chairs, the gasping 

man barely makes it to the middle of the cafeteria before four orderlies surround him. He swings 

his battered camera at them, clipping the nearest one in the head and forcing her to back away. A 

brief moment of clarity comes over Rich when he sees the bleeding wound and he tries to stutter 

out an apology. The other three staff members tackle him while waving for a gurney to be 

brought over. Even with their combined weight, the adrenaline-fueled patient is able to break 

free and continue his retreat. He only gets a few more steps before Dawn whacks him in the head 

with a frying pan. 

“What happened here?” Dr. Rutherford asks as she approaches with her clipboard. With a 

sigh, she takes the blunt object from Dawn and places it on a chair. “Thank you for the help, Ms. 

Addison. Now this is the second outburst from Mr. Garrett this week. Do we know what caused 

it this time?” 

“He said his orange juice was turned to bile and death threats were appearing in his 

oatmeal,” the injured orderly reports while pressing a towel to her head. Leaning forward, she 

lets her boss take a look at the wound, which she is sure will require stitches. “According to his 

rants, the ghosts were angry at him for going into the forest last week. They have sworn to kill 

him and he wants to escape. Should we put him into the solitary wing until you’re sure he won’t 

be a danger to the others?” 

“I’m afraid this is more severe,” Dr. Rutherford says as she flips through her notes. Putting a 

hand on Rich’s face, she lifts his eyelid to check for signs of a concussion. “Have Mrs. Warding 

meet me at the elevator with her equipment. We will have to do a full check of his body and 

mind, which can’t be done in the solitary ward. Mr. Garrett will have to be placed in the 

basement until he is better. It’s a shame because he was so close to throwing off his delusions 

and returning to his old life.” 

“Can I come along?” Dawn asks while bouncing on her toes. “I want to see the basement 

again. It’s been too long and I think I left something there. Be a pal, Grace, and give me what I 

want.” 

Dr. Rutherford sighs and waves for her staff to cart Rich away. “Maybe another time, Ms. 

Addison. This is too delicate a situation for you to be involved. I know this is upsetting, but I 



assure you that it’s for the best. You don’t want to get into any real trouble and be forced to go 

away, do you?” 

Dawn’s face turns pale and her mouth opens slightly, a chortled squeak slipping out as she 

imagines leaving Raven’s Hold. Tears slipping down her cheeks, she backs away from the doctor 

and charges out of the cafeteria. The young woman shoves the gurney out of her path before 

ducking into a broom closet. Crashing and wailing can be heard inside as bleach seeps out from 

under the door. 

“Ignore her and keep going,” the doctor tells her staff, snapping her fingers to highlight her 

impatience. “We don’t want Mr. Garrett to wake up in the elevator. He may get the wrong idea 

and panic again.” 

Dr. Rutherford is so focused on her notes and the patient that she fails to notice Ian lurking 

around the corner. Ever since his release from the solitary ward, he has been trying to remain 

unseen by the staff and most of the patients. He quietly watches as his only friend on the island is 

carted away to the basement. The creaking of a door draws his attention to the opposite direction 

and he holds his breath when Dawn steps out of the broom closet. She is drenched in various 

cleaners and has an air freshener hanging from her neck. Something about the young woman puts 

Ian on edge and makes him crouch in an attempt to appear smaller. It is not until she dances 

away that he relaxes and returns his attention to his friend’s outburst. 

Remembering Rich’s warnings about the mysterious lower level, Ian makes up his mind to 

follow them. Stretching his legs and taking several calming breaths, he slips into the hallway and 

creeps along the wall. With Dr. Rutherford and the orderlies already out of sight, he is able to 

move quickly, but he forces himself to walk at a casual pace. He knows there could be other 

patients peeking through windows or hiding behind doors. The last thing Ian wants is to get 

caught and be put back in the solitary ward. 

“It isn’t like I’m causing trouble,” he whispers before ducking into an open door. He silently 

waits for the approaching guard to walk by and peeks around the corner to make sure the hallway 

is clear. “What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t try to check up on him? If Dr. Rutherford 

finds me then I’ll just say I’m concerned and hoping he’ll be okay. There’s no reason for her to 

be upset about that. Though I am talking to myself and acting like I’m doing something wrong. I 

should just remain calm and act like everything is fine.” 



Ian stops when he hears wheels squeak to a stop nearby and he stands with his back to the 

wall. Using the glass windows in front of him, he watches Rich get carted onto the padded 

elevator. His friend is starting to stir and raise his hand, which one of the orderlies holds onto 

while whispering words of comfort. The clicking of the camera gets more rapid until the bald 

man is mildly sedated. Helping to move the gurney to the side, Dr. Rutherford squeezes into the 

corner of the elevator and presses the open door button to let an older woman to join them. The 

last thing Ian sees is the newcomer taking out a stethoscope to check Rich’s chest and the man 

weakly try to take her picture. 

“I wonder why I’ve never been down here before,” the young man says while stepping into 

the open. He takes a few steps toward the elevator and grabs the wall as a wave of vertigo 

overtakes him. “Guess the stress is getting to me. Maybe Rich clipped me in the head with his 

tray when he flipped out. I was sitting right in front of him.” 

A snake-like voice seeps from the walls to growl, “Or maybe you are where you don’t 

belong.” 

“You again,” Ian groans as he slides to the floor. He massages his temples in a desperate 

hope to hold off a looming migraine. “You sound angry this time. Guess the resident ghost is 

territorial. I thought you wanted me to play your game. Well this definitely feels like a challenge 

since my only friend is in trouble.” 

“I’m not in the mood to play. Go away.” 

“Since you’re so adamant about that, I think I’ll check the elevator.” 

“I’m warning you.” 

“And what are you going to do?” 

There is an eerie pause before the voice returns, sounding more bitter than enraged. “You 

are lucky that you are who you are. There is still fun to be had at your expense. I will forget that 

you’re overstepping your bounds and that your family has become an annoyance. Perhaps you 

need a lesson, little puppy.” 

“My family?” Ian asks as the hallway begins to twist. “What do you mean by my family?” 

Fire drips out of the ceiling lights and oozes along the rising floor while doors shatter from 

the pressure. Tiles crack and send splinters flying into the opposite walls, the holes bleeding like 

fresh bullet wounds. Ian closes his eyes in the hope of the hallucinations going away, but he still 

feels the world tilt around him. As if the building is being turned on its side, the ground becomes 



increasingly steep and impossible for the young man to maintain his balance. He clings to a door 

frame and looks down to see the elevator open like a hungry maw. There is nothing inside the lift 

and it patiently waits for Ian to lose his grip. 

“I promise to behave if you stop this right now,” he begs while Raven’s Hold trembles. “Just 

leave my family alone.” 

“Too late.” 

The hallway violently spins and stops with a jolt that breaks Ian’s hold on the door. He 

tumbles down the hallway, his clothes slashed by jagged barbs that blend into the tiles. The 

hungry elevator gurgles as its potential meal builds speed and leaves a trail of blood along the 

floor. Curled into a ball and shivering in fear, Ian prepares to fall into the looming abyss. Instead, 

he slams into the elevator doors with enough force to daze him. Sprawled in the hallway, he 

gazes at his pristine surroundings and curses at the ghost’s faint laughter. 

“That wasn’t funny,” Ian mutters while checking his clothes and skin for damage. 

“I’m easily amused,” the voice states with another chuckle. “Though I don’t want you to see 

your present too early. Time to sleep again.” 

The elevator opens to release the empty gurney that slams into Ian and shoves him down the 

hallway. He is rammed into the solid wall, which leaves him gasping for air. With the creak of 

metal and the popping of screws, the cart stands on its back wheels and flexes its front legs as if 

they are arms. It dances around like a boxer and throws a few feints, the roar of a crowd 

appearing out of a nearby intercom. More amused than scared, Ian can only make a nervous 

cough before he is punched in the face and knocked out. 

***** 

Ian’s eyes flutter open and he groans at the sight of the boring ceiling overhead. He can see 

the early afternoon shadows stretching across the walls of his room and hears other patients 

outside in the garden. A steady breeze is drifting through the window and heading out the open 

door, the sight of which gives him some relief. There is a dull pain in his arm and it gets worse 

whenever he tries to move the limb. It takes him a few seconds to notice the intravenous bag that 

he is connected to. A gentle hand touches his skin and carefully removes the needle, pressing the 

gauze to stop the minor bleeding. 

“What happened to me?” Ian asks, his memories of the morning foggy and jumbled. A band 

of soreness across his stomach reminds him of the gurney, but he is unable to recall anything 



more than one hitting him. “I remember Rich having an episode at breakfast. Then I went into 

the hallway and . . . everything gets fuzzy after that. Maybe I got hit by something.” 

“Mr. Garrett struck you in the head with his tray and you stumbled out of the cafeteria 

before falling into a gurney,” the orderly explains while she tapes the gauze down. Her dark 

brown hair acts as a curtain, preventing the patient from seeing her face. “It appears your time in 

the solitary ward and your stress have made you temporarily anemic. Probably something to do 

with your blood pressure, but I’m not really sure. I haven’t read much on it and I’m still trying to 

finish my degree. Try having some orange juice and a few cookies. Dr. Rutherford wants you to 

join the other residents for dinner in a few hours.” 

“In that case, I’ll get some fresh-” 

The pewter penguin dangling from the orderly’s neck causes Ian to lose his voice. When she 

turns to check him for signs of an anxiety attack, he gets a clear look at her familiar face. Even 

though there is no reason for her to be in Raven’s Hold, he has no doubt that he is looking at his 

sister. The staff uniform has a few indistinct stains and is frayed around the collar, signs that at 

least her clothing has been around for a while. The woman blushes at his piercing gaze and goes 

to clean up the medical supplies that are spread out on the floor. 

“Why are you here, Carla?” Ian asks when he can talk again. 

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” she responds while bringing him some water. She checks his 

pulse and frowns at the rapidly beat. “My name is Gina and we’ve met before. I’ve escorted you 

to some outdoor activities and watched you in the common room. It’s only been in passing, so 

I’m not surprised that you don’t remember me.” 

“You look exactly like my sister,” the confused patient states before draining his glass. A 

dull pain starts behind his eyes, forcing him to lie down again. “She even has the same necklace, 

which I bought her when we were kids. This has to be some kind of trick. Are you in on some 

prank that’s meant to make me feel better?” 

Gina takes a seat near his feet and puts some pills in his hand, tenderly closing his fingers 

around them. “You’re disoriented from having a difficult week and the blow to the head. If you 

think about what you’re saying then you will realize that it’s impossible for her to be in Raven’s 

Hold. All patients are invited and all staff members are handpicked by Dr. Rutherford. The 

location of this institution is a well-guarded secret. You sister could only get here if she was 



invited and we never allow family on the premises. There are too many liability risks. So you can 

see how you’re mistaken.” 

“There is no way you look exactly like my sister and not be her.” 

“I’m sure there are differences.” 

Frustrated with the situation, Ian storms out of the room and slams the door behind him. He 

takes a final glance through the window at Gina, who is staring at him in disbelief. It is an 

expression that he remembers seeing countless times throughout his life. As nausea begins to 

overtake him, Ian wants to put as much distance between himself and his room as he possibly 

can. He jogs into the garden and takes a deep breath of the fresh air, the flowers filling his nose 

with a sweet scent. Taking a seat on the nearest bench, he puts his head between his legs and lets 

a panic attack overtake him. 

“I have a new toy,” the ghost cackles, earning no reaction from its shuddering victim. “I 

guess this round goes to me.”



Chapter 9 

Ian continues working on his jigsaw puzzle while the orderlies struggle to keep people away 

from the body. Jenny is still slumped on the floor with a large hole in her chest that matches the 

one in the wall. The people who were in the room during the attack could only say that the young 

woman had walked in and must have been impaled by an invisible force. One man even claims 

to have done the deed himself, but the way he vomits at the sight of blood ends his bid for 

attention. A solitary horseshoe print is in the pool of blood, but the staff guess that a patient stole 

one from the sports equipment shed. It takes an hour for them to clear the room of everyone that 

is causing trouble and get the body under a sheet, which steadily turns red. 

Ian curses and bends one of his pieces when he sees Gina arrive with a gurney to take the 

corpse away. She notices his reaction and scowls before focusing on removing Jenny from the 

common room. The janitors hurry to clean the blood with sawdust and mops, neither of them 

wanting to tackle the gaping hole in the wall. Deciding that they have to do something, one of the 

men grabs a nail gun out of their cart and attaches a wooden puzzle to each side of the damage. It 

is ugly and results in pieces tumbling to the floor, but the janitors nod with pride at the makeshift 

patches. Confident that they have done all they can while the residents are awake, the pair pack 

up their gear and leave a warning sign over the area. 

“Why didn’t you react to her?” Dawn asks as she takes a seat across from Ian. The brunette 

reaches out to move a puzzle piece into place and removes another from the border. “Something 

seems different about you, little puppy. You’re still broken, but not in the way you were when 

we first met. The fresh wounds have jagged edges that may never heal. Not sure I like it. Want to 

talk about it?” 

“No,” he bluntly states, putting the stolen piece back. He sighs when he notices the woman’s 

pout reflected in the window. “I’m just tired and numb. Jenny isn’t the first person to die here 

and she won’t be the last. Even the method is very . . . normal for this place. I mean, my second 

day here included a man getting attacked by a phantom hand. A voice keeps playing games with 

me. I simply don’t have it in me to react anymore.” 

“You’re an idiot for calling Raven’s Hold normal. This place is too much fun to be normal,” 

she replies while stretching her back like a cat. She clicks her bare heels three times before 

crouching on the chair. “I think you understand more than you realize. The voice talks to all of 



us, but only a few respond. You’re one of the fun ones, so stop being a sour puppy and get back 

into the game.” 

“If this is a game then somebody dragged my sister into it,” Ian snaps before shoving the 

puzzle back in its box. When he tosses the container onto another table, he startles a mumbling 

patient who bolts from the room. “No matter what anyone says, I know that’s Carla. She can call 

herself Gina and claim that she doesn’t know me, but it’s her. Someone or something brought her 

here to torture me.” 

Dawn scratches her head and bites her thumb in distress. She mumbles incoherently in a 

way that makes Ian think she is arguing with herself. With an angry shout, she slams her hands 

on the table and shakes it. None of the orderlies bother to approach or make any threatening 

motion toward the brunette, their energy already drained. A wordless howl escapes Dawn’s lips 

while she stomps her finger and punches the window frame. The entire building quivers in 

response to the outburst, which forces her to calm down and curl into a ball on the chair. The 

young woman peeks through her hair at Ian, the young man gazing at the ceiling. She unfurls her 

body and sits with her hands folded on the table, a serious expression on her face. 

“It appears something happened that I was unaware of,” Dawn states in a business-like tone 

that chills the blood of everyone in earshot. “That is unacceptable and requires that I make a 

wave. Nothing that will get me sent away, but an action that will rattle those who think they run 

this island. I am the Queen and my King knows better than to bring a new player into the game 

without warning me.” 

“What do you expect me to do about it?” Ian asks with a yawn. The woman takes his hands 

in hers and runs her thumbs around his palms. “I once asked Rich about you and he told me 

nothing. Instead, he said you’re the only one to tell me your story. The more I watch you, the less 

I want to know the truth. So leave me out of your madness because all I want is to be left alone 

and go home.” 

Licking her lips, Dawn pulls her companion forward and leans in to whisper in his ear. “I’m 

going to tell you a secret. Peanut butter is not a lubricant. More importantly, I can tell you that 

Gina is really your sister. Maybe. It may take me a few days to get proof, but I wouldn’t be 

surprised. My dead father was a janitor until Dr. Rutherford had him walk the plank. That’s why 

we had to close the pool too.” 

“Not interested.” 



“But I need you to come with me tonight.” 

“I don’t care. There’s too much I have to think about.” 

“Have you noticed that nobody remembers Rich?” 

A flicker of worry appears on Ian’s face before he regains control and replies, “Nope and I 

still don’t care.” 

Dawn digs her fingernails into her companion’s palms, the sharp edges drawing blood. Ian 

tries to hide his reaction to the pain and meets the cold stare of the brunette. He is about to lash 

out when Gina reenters the room to retrieve another patient for a session with Dr. Rutherford. A 

pang in his heart weakens his resolve and his arms go limp, which causes Dawn to remove her 

nails from his flesh. Ian holds still while the young woman binds his hands with strips of cloth 

from her shirt, revealing her scarred midriff. 

“I know you don’t trust me or like it here, but I only want to help,” Dawn promises as she 

follows his stare. A territorial hiss slips from her mouth when she sees the unfamiliar orderly 

leaving the room. “She doesn’t belong here. Help me make a statement and I’ll get your sister 

released from Raven’s Hold. This place listens to me because it loves me. One never wants to 

upset the one they love. All I ask is that you come with me to the forest after dinner and tell 

nobody. What do you say, little puppy?” 

“After everything that’s happened here, I should say no and walk away,” Ian admits to the 

dismay of the brunette. Sliding off his chair and out of reach, he runs his hands through his 

knotted hair. “I’ll give you a hand, but only because I get the feeling that you’re not going to 

leave me alone. See you after dinner.” 

With a gleeful squeal, Dawn excitedly kicks her legs and turns to kiss what Ian assume is 

her unicorn. She pays no attention to him leaving for the garden, her attention now focused on 

the invisible beast. Peering through the window, he watches her take a rag out of her pocket and 

wipe at the open air. Ian cannot muster any surprise when he sees the cloth turn red and a few 

drops of blood fall to the floor. 

***** 

“Why is he here?” Jeremy asks as he helps Dawn out of the window. Grabbing Ian by the 

collar, he yanks the shorter man out of the building and onto the floor. “You told me that this 

would be a private encounter. I was sent to solitary because of our deal. Everybody is always 

lying to me and playing me for a fool.” 



“Then stop acting the part,” Dawn replies while leading the way to the forest. A toy duck is 

the group’s only source of light, which she turns on by squeezing its beak. “Ian is coming 

because he owes me a favor. We need a lookout to make sure we don’t get caught. Besides, he’s 

slower than us, so the orderlies will nab him first. Not that anyone is out tonight.” 

“I thought they had guards patrolling out here,” Ian whispers when he catches up to the 

others. He makes sure to keep Dawn between himself and Jeremy, who routinely spits in his 

direction. “How far do we have to go?” 

“Only as far as we have to go.” 

The vague answer causes both men to roll their eyes, but they quietly follow the brunette 

into the rustling trees. Neither of them want to get caught and they can see the beams of 

flashlights in the distance. None of the guards come near the forest, their winding paths only 

taking them around the building, sports areas, and the pier. Ian finds it strange that there is 

nothing to stop them from entering the largest forbidden area on the island. A voice in the back 

of his head screams that he is making a mistake, which causes him to sweat and rub one of his 

old scars. Glancing at his companions, he takes some comfort in Jeremy looking equally worried 

about their adventure. 

Beneath the branches, the trio use Dawn’s glowing toy and beams of moonlight to maneuver 

around several obstacles. Mushroom-covered stumps sit in the middle of the path and barbed 

bushes occasionally smack Ian and Jeremy on the legs. As their eyes adjust to the darkness, 

shadows flit through the forest and puts them on edge. One of the swift creatures lands in 

Dawn’s hair and screeches at the two men. She ignores the bat as it climbs to the top of her head 

and returns to the air in search of food. A winged form passes over the forest, blocking the moon 

for a terrifying moment and disappearing with a cackling call. Ian can sense something lurking 

on the edge of his vision and the smell of rotten meat drifts on the breeze, which causes him to 

cover his mouth. Passing a tree with large thorns, Jeremy almost screams when he sees the faint 

outline of a crucified skeleton within the bark. The grinning skull is merged with a knothole 

where thumb-sized spiders have made their webs. 

After an hour of walking, Ian recognizes the thorny bushes that they come to and expects for 

the group to turn around. Instead, Dawn continues walking and the coiling vines roll out of her 

path. Fearing that the plants will return to their originally position, he hurries to stay near the 

woman and keeps his eyes on the glinting barbs. Assuming that he is seeing things, Jeremy stays 



at his casual pace and falls several feet behind his companions. The first strike is nothing more 

than a gentle touch to his leg, which he passes off as his imagination. When the trio reaches the 

center of the dangerous grove, a violent rustling erupts behind them and the path is steadily 

devoured. Jeremy is so far behind that the back of his knees are slashed several times before he 

can reach the area that is remaining stable. More of the barbs whip out of the darkness, wrapping 

around his arms and violently unraveling to leave a bleeding wound. By the time they reach the 

far side of the clearing, Jeremy is a bleeding mess and collapses in agony. With a whimpering 

groan, his injuries vanish and only his shredded clothes act as proof of the attack. 

“This place is like a nightmare,” the muscular man whispers. An eerie howl rolls through the 

forest and something slimy runs across the back of his neck. “The hell is that. Why couldn’t we 

have done this in an area that they don’t watch? There’s nobody in solitary, so none of the 

orderlies are watching it.” 

“I don’t like the acoustics of those rooms. The screaming doesn’t sound right,” Dawn replies 

with a wicked smirk that only Ian notices. When a bellowing call rings out in the distance, she 

clicks her heels twice. “Now be quiet. The forest doesn’t like your voice and I don’t want to 

make it mad. Unlike me, it doesn’t have a use for you, which means it may kill you if it feels like 

it.” 

“What about me?” Ian asks as a lump grows in his throat. The smell of licorice hits his nose 

and he shudders at the sensation of teeth delicately nibbling at his neck. “I know I said I didn’t 

care, but this is really freaking me out. Maybe we should turn back and do this on a night where 

the forest is less active.” 

“Sorry, but I have a promise to keep and tonight is the only night to do it,” the brunette 

replies before tossing the duck ahead. With a hissing pop, the dimly lit object sticks to a curtain 

of willow branches. “This place thinks it knows what we’re about to do and it wants to ruin the 

mood. Not sure if it cares about the little puppy, but it really doesn’t like you, Jeremy. So you 

might want to stay quiet during the fun. Just let me make all of the noise and Ian will make sure 

we’re not disturbed.” 

Jeremy scowls at the other man, but his powerful lust focuses his attention on the attractive 

woman in front of him. “Fine. How much further do we have to go? I don’t want to be too 

exhausted to do anything later.” 



Dawn skips to the hovering duck and twists it to open a door in the mass of slender 

branches. On the other side of the natural wall sits a shimmering lake that is fringed with violet 

roses. A single lily pad spins in the center of the water, a pink flower opening to greet the 

travelers. Frogs and crickets sing while a flock of crimson doves sleep in the trees, their snoring 

coos drowned out by the other creatures. A thick mat of grass covers the entire clearing, except 

for a spot of dirt where the door has opened. With nothing above their heads, the trio have a 

perfect view of the crescent moon and thick masses of stars. 

“You stay here, little puppy,” Dawn orders, patting Ian on the head. She takes Jeremy by the 

hand and guides him toward the lake. “This is my special spot. If you tell anybody about this 

place, I’ll never forgive you. Though I doubt you’ll reveal my secret. Otherwise, I’ll never bring 

you back here.” 

“In that case, my lips are sealed,” Jeremy replies, stripping off his clothes and leaning in for 

a kiss. A growl of frustration slips from his lips when he is gently pushed away. “Is this some 

kind of tease?” 

The brunette smirks and runs a finger across the man’s chest before backing into the warm 

water. She sinks down to her neck and strips off her clothes, tossing the drenched garments onto 

the shore. Beckoning Jeremy to join her, Dawn floats away until she can barely touch the 

bottom. Splashing playfully, she watches her handsome playmate enter the lake and shiver at its 

chilling touch. It does not take him long to reach the attractive woman and she greets him with a 

passionate kiss. Peering over Jeremy’s shoulder, Dawn can see Ian pretending to watch the birds 

while keeping a cautious eye on the naked couple. She cringes when strong hands touch her body 

with a roughness that makes her want to vomit. 

Wrapping her legs around her companion’s waist, the brunette leans backwards until she 

disappears beneath the water. The man is not sure what she is planning, but she levers herself 

back up to kiss him hard on the lips. Enthralled by the touch of her lips, Jeremy never notices the 

pinching on the sides of his neck. His muscles loosen and drowsiness overtakes him as Dawn 

moves away, a pair of syringes in her waving hands. A burst of energy forged by desperation and 

rage helps him leap for the woman. His fingers graze her chest and leave a bleeding wound that 

turns the water red. Vision darkening and strength fading, the confused man tries to swim to the 

shore and escape. He is too weak to stop Dawn from taking him by the shoulders and gently 



pushing him underwater. To celebrate the death, the doves transform into ravens and fill the 

clearing with their ear-wrenching caws. 

“Night night,” Dawn whispers as the gushing gash in her chest fades away. She shivers in 

ecstasy as she uses her feet to finish shoving her victim to the bottom of the lake. “I hope this 

gets my point across. Not that either of us had any interest in this piece of meat. Fool never even 

heard the truth.” 

Leaving the water, Dawn sets her sights on Ian and practically sprints across the grass. She 

tries to kiss him, but is surprised when he ducks out the way. Confused by his actions, she stands 

by the willows and watches the blonde man retrieve her clothes. He squeezes them over the 

flowers to get as much water out as possible, the giggling plants swaying under the unexpected 

drink. Unsure if she should be angry or embarrassed, her face turns bright red when he hands her 

the soaked ball of fabric and turns his back. 

“Don’t you want a turn?” Dawn asks while putting her shirt on. “I’m really good and I 

promise not to kill you. Jeremy deserved this for being mean. Nobody will miss him. Are you 

sure you don’t want a reward?” 

“You’re an attractive woman, but I can’t do anything like that. Haven’t had the urge in a 

long time,” Ian admits without turning around. With a burst of sound, the ravens leave the trees 

and circle the lake. “I guess I should thank you for offering. Sorry if I insult you by saying no. 

As strange as it sounds. I’m still loyal to my wife even though she’s dead. It’s an intimate act and 

I can’t bring myself to do it.” 

Pulling her pants on, Dawn gives her fellow patient a hug around the neck and a friendly 

kiss on the cheek. “I don’t understand, but I think that makes you a good guy. Never met one of 

your kind before. Must be from another world. I’ve been doing stuff like this since I was little 

because my brother was a monster. Then I killed him and my parents got mad that I killed their 

favorite. After that was jail, foster homes, prostitution, and a few attempts to act like a normal 

person. It all lead me here where I learned how to be me. Why struggle to be normal when 

you’re not? It’s more torturous than anything my brother ever did to me. Well, the whipping did 

hurt a lot, so maybe not everything he did.” 

“I don’t know what to say,” Ian replies, his arms moving to return the hug. He freezes when 

the ravens land around them, their yellow eyes watching the pair in quiet expectation. “What are 

you going to do?” 



“I’m not going to kill you.” 

“That’s good.” 

“You’re not a little puppy.” 

“Then what am I to you?” 

A sharp pain strikes Ian in the stomach and he looks down to see a syringe piercing his 

bellybutton. The powerful sedative overtakes him within seconds and he is eased onto the soft 

grass by what feels like clawed feet. His eyes roll back and drools sloughs out of his mouth, the 

emerald blades near his head wiping his cheeks dry. The thought that he will never wake up 

again is ringing in Ian’s weary mind, but there is nothing he can do to stop Dawn. Even when she 

is straddling his chest and licking her glistening lips, he cannot fight the ever increasing 

darkness. 

“You’re my friend, Mr. Connors,” she whispers with a kiss on his forehead. 

He slips into a deep sleep as someone else says, “To both of us.”



Chapter 10 

Ian jumps when he is abruptly aware that he is sitting in Dr. Rutherford’s office, the blonde 

sitting only a few feet in front of him. A glass of water is in his hand, half of it already gone and 

a small dribble still on the side of his face. The last thing he remembers is being in the forest 

with Dawn and Jeremy, but now it is midmorning. He masks a casual sniff of his armpit by 

violently sneezing and turning his head. The mild scent of soap and fabric softener hit his nose, 

telling him that he has been bathed. A chill runs up his spine while he rubs his stomach, a sharp 

pain in the spot where Dawn had injected the sedative. 

“Are you feeling ill, Mr. Connors?” the doctor asks while shaking her leg. A yawn slips 

from her lips and she touches her face, the lack of makeup revealing dark circles beneath her 

eyes. “You have been distracted all morning. This is the second time you’ve asked me a question 

and zoned out when I answered. I understand that you have had some stressful moments 

recently, but I’m worried about you pushing yourself too much. Perhaps we should start giving 

you tranquilizers to help you sleep.” 

“I’m sorry, but I had a rough night,” Ian replies, deciding to go along with the session. 

Rubbing his arms, he winces when he pushes on a barb that is stuck in his elbow. “What was the 

question? I’ll try to focus.” 

“You wanted to know why nobody is concerned with the disappearance of Mr. Garrett and 

Jeremy,” she repeats before she seems to freeze for a second. As quickly as the strange pause 

appears, it vanishes and the doctor adjust her glasses. “Mr. Garrett has been cured and sent back 

to his family. His outburst was so severe that it broke him from his delusions. Honestly, I’ve 

never seen anything like it, but I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. On the other hand, 

Jeremy admitted to killing Jenny. For the safety of our residents and to bring closure to Ms. 

Cohl’s family, we have turned him over the authorities.” 

Scratching his head until he draws some blood, Ian chuckles nervously. “I can believe your 

story about Rich, but the other one is ridiculous. How can a man, even one as big and strong as 

Jeremy, have the strength to driving something through a woman and a wall? Not to mention I 

have no idea what kind of weapon he could use. That is unless you have medieval lances or those 

large crossbow things you can find in old castles. Then again, we would have seen that get 

brought into the common room.” 

“You would be surprised what a person can do on adrenaline and with a tether ball pole.” 



“But the hole-” 

“What it is that has you stressed, Mr. Connors?” 

“Our sessions don’t last long enough for that list, Dr. Rutherford.” 

“Call me Grace and give me the top three reasons.” 

The door creaks open and Ian has a bad feeling that Gina is entering the room. He refuses to 

look directly at the orderly, who is carrying an armful of files. With the steady rain outside, the 

window is closed and gives him the perfect view of his sister. As if mocking him, the penguin 

necklace can be seen clearly in the glass and Gina never moves into a position that hides the 

pewter bauble. Ian notices that she repeatedly glances at him, her foot tapping on the floor like 

Carla would do when worried. 

“Would you like to say something to Ms. Nash?” Dr. Rutherford asks when she is ready to 

continue their session. To stop the orderly from leaving, she catches the woman by the wrist and 

guides her to a chair. “I’ve heard a rumor that you think Ms. Nash is your sister, which is a 

ridiculous idea. We would never bring a family member here and nobody is able to get here 

without our permission. You came to use with anxiety, depression, using self-harm for relief, and 

suicidal thoughts. If delusions are appearing then I’m afraid we will have to change your 

medications and threat level.” 

“But she is my sister!” Ian snaps while he turns around in the chair. A flicker of anger on the 

orderly’s face catches his attention, the spark swallowed by mild fear. “The necklace, her tapping 

foot, her face, and Nash is her married name. Do you either of you think I’m really going to fall 

for this? I’ve seen a lot of weird stuff since coming here and I’m willing to shrug it off. Dragging 

my family into this is where I draw the line. What’s next? Will you plaster pictures of my wife 

and son around my room? Do I get to see their ghosts every night? Maybe you’ll have me wake 

up to find them alive and all of this is a dream. That is until you decide to tear the illusion down 

and record my reactions. Is Raven’s Hold really a place to help people or are you simply having 

fun messing with damaged minds?” 

“I assure you that I do nothing unethical here,” the flustered doctor says, her cheeks turning 

slightly red. Tapping her pen on the notebook, she puts more and more force into every strike 

until she slips. The point slips between the slit in her skirt and leaves an inky scratch along her 

skin. “The work we do here may be unique and untraditional, but it is serious. We only want you 

to become a better person and return to society. Ms. Nash may have similarities to your sister 



and you are filling in the rest of the delusion. You miss what little family you have left and the 

unfortunate incidents that you’ve seen here are making your condition worse.” 

Leaping from his chair and hurling his unfinished drink at the window, Ian shudders with a 

blossoming rage. “How can I go from severe depression to hallucinations? That doesn’t make 

any sense. Nothing here makes any sense.” 

“Calm down, Mr. Connors.” 

“Are you going to stab me with another syringe or call in a guard with a stun gun? Maybe 

you can simply hit me in the head with a rock!” 

“You’re agitated and confused, so please take a seat and listen.” 

“Not with her in the room!” Ian erupts, jabbing his finger toward Gina. The hint of a smirk 

is on her wide-eyed face, which causes him to twitch. “Are you looking at her? There’s 

something going on here and it’s at my expense. This place isn’t right. Has anybody ever really 

left here?” 

A rumbling in his stomach fills the awkward silence and gives the two women enough time 

to get out of the way. Ian lurches forward as the knots in his stomach cause him to vomit. He 

falls to his knees and shudders from the sudden release, his eyes blinking out of synch for several 

seconds. Dazed and unable to think straight, he tries to stand on wobbly legs and face the doctor 

who is calling for the janitor. As soon as he sees Gina, the pain in his gut returns and Ian 

collapses to dry heave. The puddle of drool beneath his face begins to swirl and twist into the 

form of a laughing jester. He punches at the warm liquid and tears at the carpet while tears flow 

from his bloodshot eyes. By the time the bearded man arrives with his cart, Ian is weakly 

slapping at the ground and barely aware of his surroundings. 

“Take him back to his room,” Dr. Rutherford tells Gina, handing the orderly a stun gun. She 

shakes her head in dismay and gathers the files she needs for the rest of her sessions. “I will be 

finishing my work in my smaller office. Have two guards stay by Mr. Connors’s door and escort 

him to his meals. Until we know what has caused these changes, we need to keep him away from 

the other patients.” 

“What do you think will happen to him?” the worried orderly asks as she gingerly helps Ian 

to his feet. The stench of vomit and drool causes her to wrinkle her nose and hold back her own 

nausea. “You always had him listed as an easy case. In fact, you wanted Mr. Connors here as a 



type of mental palate cleanser for yourself. If he’s become as bad as the others then it might not 

be right to keep him here.” 

“If his time here is what caused his downward spiral then it would be wrong to send him 

away,” the doctor points out while carefully stepping around the janitor. She sighs when she 

watches the man start tearing up the carpeting. “I need a day to think about this since it’s never 

happened before. At least not to this extent. Perhaps it is not so much time for Mr. Connors to be 

labeled as a lost cause, but to do away with one of our long term residents. I’m afraid she’s gone 

too far this time.” 

***** 

With Ian’s room a few doors away, Gina eases her grip on his arm and tries to gently guide 

the mumbling man to the door. A low growl rolls from the patient’s throat before he whirls 

around and yanks the stun gun from the orderly’s hand. The device crackles as he jabs it at the 

woman, her face making him stop an inch shy of shocking her. Adrenaline pumping and 

confusion twisting his mind, Ian turns the stun gun on himself. The jolt of crippling pain helps 

clear the fog from his head, which he hopes will allow him to see the differences between Gina 

and Carla. All it accomplishes is making him wet his pants since he still finds himself staring at 

the twin of his sister. 

“One charge left if I’m reading this correctly,” Ian says while examining the stun gun. A 

twitch of his eye makes the woman shy away, so he takes a step closer. “Let’s play a game, Ms. 

Nash. We’ll say you aren’t my sister. Whoever is behind this found someone that looked like her 

and made all the necessary changes. They made a copy of the necklace or even stole it from 

Carla. In the end, they created you and had you interact with me. What would be the point of 

doing that?” 

“I don’t know,” Gina replies as she backs against the wall. Her eyes dart from one side to 

the other in the hopes of seeing someone that can help. “You’re describing something that would 

take a lot of forethought and planning. It would have had to been put into action before you 

arrived here. As far as a point, it wouldn’t be to help. The only reason I can imagine for such a 

treatment is to break you completely and rebuild you. Such a therapy would be immensely 

unethical and have such a high risk that only a mad scientist would do it. Dr. Rutherford isn’t 

like that, so I think you’re just confused.” 



“Stop saying that!” the man roars, pressing the stun gun to the orderly’s neck. His thumb 

runs along the button and he grinds his teeth against his lower lip, which draws blood. “I may not 

know what’s going on, but I’m thinking very clearly. Rich kept talking about ghosts, which isn’t 

sounding as ridiculous as I once thought. Though I don’t see why they would want to mess with 

strangers. More than likely, we’re being experimented on either for a reason or for someone’s 

entertainment. Are there cameras hidden here? Drugs mixed into the food or the medication we 

take?” 

“Even if it was true, I wouldn’t know!” 

“Stop lying!” 

“Don’t hurt me!” 

Biting through his lip, Ian screams, “Then tell me why I’m here!” 

“So close! So close! Little puppy came so close!” announces Dawn as she cartwheels out of 

a doorway. A wicked grin is on her face and she slinks over to Gina, her blood-covered hands 

touching the other woman’s face. “Why are you here? We aren’t supposed to bring family into 

the fun. Is it something with him? There’s something going on here and I don’t like it. The little 

puppy didn’t fit at first, but now he’s becoming one of us. Are you here to stop it? Who is the 

behind you?” 

“Both of you please go to your rooms,” the orderly requests, her body shaking from the 

sticky fingers on her cheeks. “The reason I’m here is because Dr. Rutherford hired me after I 

sent in my application. I have no connection to this man.” 

Dawn stops and backs away while falling into a predatory crouch, her hands leaving red 

smears on the floor. She sways back and forth like a serpent that is deciding on if it should strike 

or retreat. A click echoes from beneath her feet, which causes the unblinking woman to press her 

ear to the tiles. With no words coming out, Dawn’s lips moves as if she is arguing with 

something. The debate becomes so heated that spit flies from her mouth and she slips at the floor 

several times. Unleashing a bark of defiance, she turns her attention back to Gina and begins to 

flip toward the woman. When she is within reach, the lithe brunette takes a quick swipe with her 

foot and leaves a gash on the orderly’s cheek. 

“I know who brought you here and she needs to know her place,” Dawn declares while 

running a finger over the bleeding wound. Without looking, her hand lances out and rubs the 

blood on Ian’s lips. “This place is our home and I’ve been more than willing to share. I even put 



my dear unicorn to sleep this morning because it got sick from eating Jenny. All I do around here 

is give and sacrifice, but nobody ever appreciates me. So I’ll make everyone realize who the top 

bitch in Raven’s Hold is. Let there be darkness!” 

Gina lunges for an emergency button that Ian swears was not on the wall a minute ago. He 

watches as her hand slams onto the red circle and a siren screams throughout the building. The 

sound of slamming doors mixes with shouts of both confusion and anger. A chair smashes 

through the glass window of the common room, the shards falling in slow motion and stabbing 

into the floor. Rustling can be heard in the ceiling and yellow-eyed shadows flit across the dusty 

vents. A darkness oozes down the hallway and devours everything in its path including the 

sunlight. 

With a joyful giggle, Dawn raises her hands above her hand and waggles her fingers at the 

terrified orderly. Cocking her head toward Ian, she blows him a kiss and spits at his feet. Taking 

a relaxing breath, the woman drops her arms and the approaching shadows blast forward to 

envelope all of Raven’s Hold. 

“No fun in normal,” Dawn sings in the darkness. Her voice fades away and is a faint whisper 

from every direction when she says, “Never any fun in normal.” 

***** 

Raven’s Hold has erupted with howls and screams as its residents are driven into a 

maddening frenzy. The darkness masks much of the destructive, but the hallways are still littered 

with body parts. Blood seeps out from under doorways and horrific shrieks can be heard from the 

gardens. The building shudders under pounding blows against its outer walls, the occasional 

shadowy giant wandering by the windows. Most of the staff try to hide in the office, but they 

know it is only a matter of time before the door is broken down. They can hear the whimpers of 

those trapped among the residents, but the sound is cut off by a glass-cracking laugh that rolls 

from every corner. 

Terrified and desperate to find a place to hide, Ian sprints through the halls that have become 

a winding maze. With a drooling woman on his heels, he skids around a corner and dives away 

from another patient. The pair collide and tear into each other with sharpened fingernails, neither 

remembering their original prey. Their dying howls and curses ricochet off the walls to chase the 

sweating man through the shadows. As he trips over a mangled wheelchair, the approaching 



noises become gnarled claws that rip down his back. Instead of agony, a pulse of pleasure runs 

through Ian’s body and he curls into a ball. 

“No. Don’t stop running,” he growls as several pairs of footsteps get closer. “Get on your 

damn feet and move, Connors.” 

Ian uses a door to stand and pauses when it opens with a creak that reminds him of the 

ravens. Through the growing crack, he can see an abyssal darkness that chills his marrow. Still 

clutching the handle, he is knocked into the room by a charging man who is covered in crayon-

made tattoos. Ian swings over open air while the other patient tumbles into the void, the sounds 

of crunching bones rising from the darkness. When a woman appears in the doorway, the 

shadows sprout four-fingered hands that catch her by the throat. Yanking her into the endless 

room, a jaunty whistle joins the popping that occurs when one of her body parts is bloodlessly 

remove and tossed into a hovering casket. Her head squeals with glee when it is punted into the 

coffin and her remains are loudly flushed into the abyss. A gust of wind shoves the door closed 

and Ian immediately sprints toward a flight of stairs. 

After a while, he realizes that the steps are never ending and the sounds of chaos are 

becoming muted by an incredible distance. Turning around, Ian sees a churning pool of pristine 

water that beckons to him with the promise of serenity. The scent of lilacs hits his nose and he is 

about to descend the stairs until he remembers all of the previous threats. With a more cautious 

eye, he peers at the gentle waves and barely makes out the form of a body beneath the enticing 

surface. Earning a snarl from the building, the exhausted man takes a seat on the steps and 

quietly runs his finger along his scars. 

“I don’t want to play games any more,” Ian announces, his voice surprisingly calm. The 

splashing from below draws his attention to a naked form, but he refuses to let his vision focus 

on the figure. “Let me guess. That’s going to be my wife since I admitted to Dawn that I’m still 

loyal. You know, I vividly remember the creation of every scar on my body. This one on my 

wrist was a pocketknife in a movie theater because I sat next to a father and his son. This one on 

my ankle was a fork that I slipped into my sock during the first Thanksgiving after I lost my 

family. I wasn’t very good at hiding it back then, so Carla caught me and flipped out.” Ian 

removes his shirt to make figure eights over his chest. “I kept getting more and more creative 

with my cutting. The pain wasn’t really pleasure and I never really felt a true release. In all 

honesty, my goal was to build up my courage. One day, I’d give myself a scar that was more 



horrific than the one on my heart. Sounds pathetic, but maybe something like that would make 

the loss more tolerable. People have no idea how broken I really am. Yet someone here figured 

me out. Have I jumped through enough hoops to meet the real ghost?” 

Ian glances over his shoulder when he hears a ding and finds that an elevator has appeared a 

few steps above him. The doors open to reveal a padded interior, the cushions having been torn 

apart and the stuffing strewn across the floor. A fluorescent light flickers above and occasionally 

spits sparks across the ceiling. With his hands in his pockets, Ian steps onto the waiting elevator 

and leaves his back to the closing doors.



Chapter 11 

The elevator doors open to the dimly light basement hallway, which Ian swiftly enters to 

finally escape the cascading sparks. He reaches out to one of the deep gouges in the faded yellow 

walls and wonders if a bear is loose. It would not be the strangest thing he has recently seen, so 

he grabs a metal rod from a battered trashcan. Ian stares at the thick network of pipes in the 

ceiling, noticing that several of the valves dripping rusty water onto the warped floor. The few 

exposed bulbs that are working are set above crisscrossing boards, the wood nailed to the dense 

concrete. Approaching one of the strange barriers, he can barely discern the outline of an old 

frame. Squinting into the distance, he can only see one exit and carefully avoids the puddles to 

reach the polished door. The handle turns and the hinges move without a sound, allowing Ian to 

sneak in without being noticed. 

A maze of cages and containers cause him to freeze and let the metal rod slip from his loose 

grip. The crimson lightning makes him think of Hell, which is enhanced by the howling screams 

drifting from the upper levels of Raven’s Hold. Shadowy forms move behind the bars and extend 

frail hands toward the newcomer. The nearest container shudders as whatever is inside pounds 

on the side and weeps. Ian moves away when he sees a stream of tears flowing toward the 

grating under his feet. Strong fingers grab him by the shoulder and pull him against cold bars, the 

other hand coming around to cover his mouth. He struggles against the prisoner until his 

thrashing causes both arms to pop out of their sockets and fall to the floor. A mournful wail 

erupts from the decrepit woman and she repeatedly bangs her head on the cage while Ian quickly 

gets away. 

Keeping away from the cages and ignoring the noises from the containers, the young man 

weaves toward the brightly lit part of the chamber. The occasional raised voice echoes 

throughout the basement, but is devoured by the din created by the prisoners. For a brief 

moment, Ian swears he smells fresh pizza and someone is talking with their mouth full. Catching 

a glimpse of the distant area, he sees the end of a leather couch and a woman’s hand nervously 

tapping on the arm. Curiosity and caution battling in his mind, Ian is stopped when a familiar 

noise draws his attention to a small cage to his right. 

The repetitive click of a camera forces him to get closer to the bars and his gloom-adjusted 

eyes make out the form of Rich. He can see that the bald man is becoming emaciated even 

though he has not been away for very long. The vacant look on his friend’s face remains 



unbroken even when Ian reaches over to tap his shoulder. A weak moan slips from Rich’s mouth 

as he continues clicking his camera, which is missing the strap and lens. With a stuttering sigh, 

the man leans forward to gnaw on the device and pays no attention to his departing friend. 

Ian crawls under a cage with wheels to get a safe look at the source of the voices. He is not 

surprised to see Dr. Rutherford, the blonde woman sitting on the couch and glaring at her 

companions. She keeps a stern glare aimed at Dawn who is joyfully eating pizza and dancing to 

music that only she can hear. The brunette occasionally stops to throw uneaten crust at the doctor 

and unleash a flood of curses. 

“As the person whose name is on the paperwork, I have every right to bring in any person I 

feel will benefit us,” Dr. Rutherford says, wiping some sauce off her cheek. She fixes her glasses 

and removes a piece of drool-covered crust from her lap. “Mr. Connors was perfect in the role of 

a low risk patient. His presence could have kept others at bay and a successful treatment would 

have cemented our declaration that we help others. Our more recent residents have all shown 

signs of being doubtful. Mr. Connors was part of the plan to keep us going and you ruined him, 

Ms. Addison.” 

“I made him more fun, but I can’t take all of the credit,” Dawn replies while stripping out of 

her clothes. She bounds over to a closet to pull out a pair of crimson jeans and a black top, the 

garments fitting perfectly. “Besides, this lesson has nothing to do with him. I’ve gotten over you 

bringing him in without talking to me first. My issue is with Ginla . . . Cana . . . the sister. That’s 

a stupid move because, unlike the little puppy, people will look for her. You’re the one who put 

our home in danger.” 

“I had nothing to do with her.” 

“Then why is she here, Grace?” 

“Because I wanted her here,” announces a deep, male voice. 

Stepping out of a patch of shadows, a black-haired man joins the two women and finishes 

drying off from his shower. His slender body shows several scars that shift until they are where 

he feels like placing them. The stranger knows his mood will change his decision before too 

long, so he ignores the markings and wraps himself in a thick robe of feathers. Taking a seat next 

to Dr. Rutherford, he pats his lap and braces himself for Dawn to land on him. He kisses her 

deeply while his yellow eyes scan the area, the vibrant orbs pausing briefly on where Ian is 

hiding. 



“Both of you must remember that this is my home,” the man calmly states while running a 

hand through Dawn’s hair. He hands a thick file over to the doctor, who quietly flips through the 

pages. “I appreciate all that you two do for me, but you’re not irreplaceable. My whims are what 

keep you here and possibly alive just as they do for the mice above. If I wish to do something 

new without your permission then that is my choice.” 

“I understand that, sweetie, but I don’t like being in the dark,” Dawn coos, nipping at the 

man’s neck. A playful bite draws blood, which she quietly wipes up with a napkin. “This whole 

thing makes me feel like I’m being punished. I figured out a way to have fun with the little 

puppy even though I wouldn’t have chosen him. We don’t really send people home, Grace, so 

why bother faking it?” 

“It’s all about keeping up appearances, Ms. Addison,” the doctor replies without looking 

away from the file on Ms. Nash. She smacks the man’s hand away when it creeps toward her 

shoulder. “There will be none of that. We’ve had this discussion before, Corvus. I’m here to help 

you and not be one of your broken playthings. That’s why I brought you Ms. Addison. Is she 

losing her luster?” 

“I will eat your tongue in your sleep,” the brunette threatens with a territorial growl. 

Corvus gently eases the woman off his lap and gets himself a beer from a cooler. “Please 

behave yourselves. I’m tired from having so much fun with the residents. It’s been so long since 

I’ve had a riot to interact with. Makes me feel alive and free instead of locked down here. Now, I 

believe you two are visiting to discuss Carla and Gina Nash. A beautiful creation, isn’t she? I 

erased her past life and replaced it with memories from that orderly with the head wound. There 

was nothing wrong with that one, but I wanted to fiddle. By the way, Grace, I need you to have 

one of our people dispose of the husk before it starts smelling.” 

“I’ll put it in the usual place, but I hope you will answer a question for me,” the doctor 

replies, jotting down a few notes in the folder. She tucks it into her coat and reaches for a glass of 

wine. “Raven’s Hold is impossible to find unless invited. How did Mrs. Nash get here?” 

“As you’ve guessed, I brought her here and that took considerable energy. Manipulating 

others from so far away is not something I do very often,” the man states while putting an arm 

around Dawn’s waist. “I do apologize for causing you trouble, but I was getting bored. Well I did 

agree to you bringing in Mr. Connors, I found him too boring for my interest. Like my love, I 



needed to turn him into my toy. That required some prodding and breaking, which required the 

sister. It really isn’t that hard to figure out.” 

“What do we do with her now?” Dawn asks, licking some beer off Corvus’s lips. She sighs 

when he sits her in a chair, but her mood improves when a burger appears in her lap. “I say we 

turn her into a patient. No reason to hide it either. The riot can be the cause of her having a 

breakdown. What do you think, sweetie?” 

“Possibly, but I want to use her for a few more things. One of which is rather immediate.” 

Ian feels a chill run up his spine and backs out from under the cage, his eyes focused on the 

grinning man. Before the nervous patient can stand, he hears a stun gun go off and a jolt of pain 

strikes him in the back. Shuddering on the floor, he can barely make out Gina looming above 

him. When he tries to talk, she zaps him again and rolls him onto his back. By the time the cages 

and containers part to let Corvus approach, the orderly has Ian pinned to the ground. 

“This one has certainly been an oddity,” the black-haired man says while removing a feather 

from his robe. “He’s been on the verge of belief since his first day, but he routinely stops 

himself. One more step is all he needs and we almost had him until Dawn threw a tantrum. I 

have to say that people have been truly disappointing me lately.” 

“I’m sorry, but you should have talked me about it,” the brunette states while poking at a 

crying prisoner. She plucks a flower that sprouts from the woman’s hair and tucks it into shirt 

collar. “We can still push him if you want. It isn’t too late, sweetie. Don’t send me away because 

I was being cute.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of losing you, my love,” Corvus declares in shock. Stepping away from 

the smiling woman, he puts his hands on Gina’s shoulders and runs his fingers along her tense 

arms. “Changes in faculty must be done. Someone has to pay for losing control. Perhaps you’re 

right that she has to go and Mr. Connors deserves a chance at redemption.” 

“What about the hallway?” Dr. Rutherford suggests as she joins the others. Noticing Ian, she 

kneels in front of him and checks his pulse. “It was designed to give failed patients a slim chance 

of returning to the fold. It could be used for staff too. Give me some time to make a list of who is 

important and who is expendable.” 

The clicking of Rich’s camera causes Corvus to twitch, so he stretches his arm to harmlessly 

pull the man through the bars. Callously tossing the wiggling patient next to Ian, he pushes Gina 

forward and gestures for her to examine both men. A wicked grin is on his face while Dawn 



dances around the cage. Dr. Rutherford catches the expression and moves to Corvus, who puts a 

friendly hand on her shoulder. Gina and the patients remain unaware of the silent understanding 

between their companions. 

“It was a fun game, but it’s time for some people to leave the board,” Corvus announces 

with a stomp of his foot. Ian and Rich fall through trapdoors, leaving Gina kneeling on the edge 

of an abyss. “I hate losing my toys.” 

“I’ll get you more,” Dr. Rutherford promises while adjusting her glasses. The grip on her 

shoulder gets tighter and she grunts in pain. “I will get to work on it right away.” 

“No. You won’t, Grace. Good-bye, old friend.” 

Another stomp of Corvus’s foot opens a hole beneath the doctor’s feet and she plummets 

into the darkness. Wiping his hands clean, the man lifts Dawn into his arms and whistles for 

Gina to join them at the couch. A large television is already rising from the floor and speakers 

are flipping lowering from the ceiling. Flickering to life, the screen reveals a hallway and three 

fuzzy forms sprawled on the floor. 

***** 

“This is really bad,” Dr. Rutherford says as she curls against the wall. She kicks Rich away 

when he tries to touch her foot, the moaning figure barely aware of his surroundings. “I should 

have never agreed to help that man. All for the sake of progress and proving my theories were 

correct. Now I have one chance to live and it’s slim at best.” 

Ian remains on his back and stares at the white-tiled ceiling, his body still aching from 

Gina’s attack. After a minute of not feeling better, he sits up and whimpers as all of his joints 

pop. His fellow prisoners pay no attention to him, so he takes his time taking in their sterile 

surroundings. The hallway is bright and pristine with a door every five feet, each one different 

than the other. Behind them is an empty wall, which forces them to travel into the unending 

distance. A stuffy breeze whips down the hall, making everyone sweat and gradually fogging 

their minds. 

“How does this place work?” Ian asks while he crawls to a door. A faint giggle emanates 

from the wall when he reaches for the silver handle, causing him to pull away. “I have bad luck 

with doors. Are you going to work with me, Grace, or stay on the floor?” 

“It’s easy to condemn people to this place and hope for the best. To be here and know that 

you have one chance to escape is another thing,” the woman rambles her eyes clenched shut. A 



scream bursts from her lips when Rich pushes her shoulder. “Get this broken thing away from 

me! Tell him to pick a door and see what happens. Each of us gets to choose an exit, so use the 

expendable one.” 

“I’m not putting my friend in danger,” Ian states while grabbing Rich by the collar and 

pulling him away. Seeing the vapid look on the man’s face, he sighs in defeat and kneels. “I will 

put him out of his misery though. If you can hear me, Rich, I want you to pick a door. Whichever 

one you want, open it and go back home.” 

A spark of understanding is in the bald man’s eyes and he hugs his camera as he looks 

around the hallway. Seeing a gem-encrusted door, Rich jogs to the gaudy entrance and knocks on 

the only space that is exposed wood. Nothing happens, so he grabs the handle and wiggles it to 

see if it is locked. Ian is a few steps away when his friend opens the door and a shimmering mist 

envelopes him. A crackle fills the air as the man’s body is transformed into fragile crystal, parts 

splintering when he turns to wave. The smile on Rich’s face is still there when he is changed 

completely and the door slams shut. With a rumble, the ceiling tiles slam down to smash the 

statue into powder. 

“You see what happens?” Dr. Rutherford says, rolling onto all fours. She wipes tears from 

her eyes before facing the ceiling. “This isn’t fair, Corvus! I did so much for you and kept you 

alive. Nobody has helped you as much as me. How could you do this to me?” 

“Because you became boring,” the ghostly voice of Corvus replies with a chuckle. “Please 

make a choice, Grace. We still have that riot to stop. If you choose the right door then you can 

return to your position. Remember that you can’t go back. We can only move forward.” 

“But you give no clues and there are hundreds.” 

“Actually, there are infinite doors.” 

“How can I figure out which one is right? It could even be so far away that I’d die before 

reaching it.” 

“I find it amusing that a woman who works with the minds of others has such a fragile one 

in her skull.” 

“Give me a clue!” 

“Very well. Look for the sign I despise.” 

Dr. Rutherford scratches her head for a few minutes before she has an idea. Examining the 

doors around her, she curses when none of them match what she is looking for. She takes Ian by 



the wrist to guide him down the hallway, the young man resisting enough to free his arm. Not 

wanting to argue, the blonde woman hurries ahead and searches for the sign that she knows is the 

answer to the clue. Coming to a circular, wooden door, Dr. Rutherford grins at the wooden owl 

sitting at the top of the frame. Pushing up her glasses and adjusting her jacket, she finds the file 

that Corvus had given her and tears it in half. 

“When I get back, I request that we fire Ms. Nash,” the doctor says, her hand reaching for 

the knob. “I’m the one who chooses the staff and I feel she is too high a risk. Her removal will be 

my reward for getting out of the hallway.” 

Not hearing an answer, Dr. Rutherford slowly opens the door and tenses in preparation for 

an attack. She relaxes when nothing happens and she is faced with the moonlit forest. A rustling 

of feathers greets her when she tries to cross the threshold. Caws and shrieks erupt from the 

branches, driving her back into the hallway. The woman grabs the doorknob to pull it closed, but 

the bronze piece snaps off in her hands. A scream escapes her lips as a flock of ravens pour 

through the opening and whirl around her. Sharp beaks peck at her flesh and tear at her clothes 

while she backs against the far wall. For several minutes, it is impossible to see the doctor amid 

the hungry birds. When they return to the forest, there is only a skeleton with a pair of glasses 

slipping off its face. 

“Owls may be a raven’s natural enemy, but I don’t despise them,” Corvus admits with a 

friendly chuckle. Vines slip from the circular opening to drag the body away, the door slamming 

behind them. “To be fair, she didn’t say she wanted a clue to escape. Then again, death is a type 

of escape. Have you figured out the answer yet or do you want a clue too?” 

“I’m sure you knew what she meant and just wanted her dead,” Ian replies, bending down to 

touch the abandoned glasses. The lens crack and the frame crumples beneath his fingers as he 

thinks about the puzzle. “There’s the possibility that every door leads to death and the game is 

rigged. You seem pretty fond of playing dirty. On the other hand, there has to be a way out in 

case you fall into here.” 

“Unless I simply have the power to make every door an exit,” the man counters, a hint of 

amusement in his voice. “I can sense that you don’t trust me. That means I can’t help you 

escape. Even if I tried, you’d never believe me. Always trapped in the past because it’s so much 

safer.” 



“This coming from someone who hides in an asylum’s basement. You might live in the 

present, but the future terrifies both of us.” 

“Intriguing thought. I’ll miss our chats. Pick a door.” 

Ian turns around to walk back and examine the doors that he missed due to Dr. Rutherford 

pulling him along. None of them stand out and he wishes he could test them without getting 

killed. A plain door catches his attention and he considers opening it, but decides that it is too 

obvious an answer. Ian is surprised to find that it does not take him very long to return to his 

starting point. In fact, he is sure that several potential exits have disappeared while his back was 

turned. Slowly spinning in a circle, he is unable to find the gem-covered door that Rich had 

chosen. Sitting down and clearing his mind, Ian thinks over what Corvus has said and everything 

that has happened in Raven’s Hold. 

“Nothing is ever what it seems here, is it?” he asks to nobody in particular. A balmy heat 

fills the hallway, forcing the young man to strip naked. “You want my thinking muddled because 

I’m onto something. People have made it out of here before, but you were the one who decided 

on it. Again, you refuse to play a game that you haven’t rigged. The question is if you’re letting 

me get the right answer or I outwitted you.” 

“Test your luck and find out. I hate suspense.” 

Ian walks to the white wall as his vision is blurred by the heat. “The future is infinite, but the 

past is solid. Both of us fear what’s ahead. Escaping means comfort and the only place to find it 

is in what’s already happened. Even if our memories are dark.” 

The young man feels a knob in his hand when he reaches for the wall and he knocks to find 

it is hollow. Twisting the invisible metal, Ian opens the door into the hallway and feels a cool 

wind whip at his body. He waits for a minute before entering the darkness, the sounds of 

shouting greeting his ears. A flash of light temporarily blinds him, allowing the scenery to 

change without his notice. When he can see again, Ian finds himself in his room while the riot 

continues in the distance. 

“As usual, you have given me much to think about, Mr. Connors,” Corvus asks with an edge 

to his silky voice. A boom shakes the building and transforms the night into day. “I wouldn’t get 

too comfortable if I were you. The game is losing its fun.”



Chapter 12 

Ian rests on the couch while the other members of his group remain in a circle, none of them 

remembering the events of last night. An empty chair sits with Dawn’s name on it, but she has 

not been seen all morning. In fact, the young woman is another subject that people appear to 

have forgotten. Not that her vanishing is the strangest change since the riot. Rich and Dr. 

Rutherford are in their usual positions around the circle and debating the existence of ghosts like 

they did every session. The only difference is that Gina is standing behind the doctor with two 

stun guns on her belt. She has told the other patients that it is to make sure everyone behaves, but 

her eyes rarely stray from the back of the blonde woman’s head. 

Ian can sense that whatever Corvus is planning will happen any minute and he prefers to be 

the one closest to the door. Keeping one foot on the ground, he continues groaning and 

pretending to hold back vomiting. Sipping at a plastic cup of water, he does his best attempt at 

faking an illness in the hope of being sent to his room. The option never comes up and all he 

gains from the theatrics are angry glares from the others. By the time half of the session is over, 

he has given up on the ruse and tries his best to remain quiet. If he cannot be sent away then he 

will try his damnedest to be forgotten by his captors. 

“I’m not saying magic is involved. Ghosts don’t always mean magic,” Rich states while 

wringing his camera strap. He curses under his breath when the man he is arguing with stares at 

him in confusion. “First of all, magic doesn’t exist. Unicorns, dragons, and all that rubbish are 

what half-wit fantasy authors use to sell books. Ghosts on the other hand can exist because 

they’re nothing more than the spirits of the dead. Those who are banned from the afterlife are 

forced to wander our world. Some get angry and lash out when they can, but we tend to not 

notice. That still isn’t magic though because it’s nothing more than our inner spark acting 

without a body. Why is this so hard to understand?” 

“Because I still don’t see why it matters. Ghosts move things and are invisible like wizards, 

so they can both be magic,” the man says in a dry tone. When he sees the smirk of Gina’s face, 

he crosses his arms and leans back in his chair. “You’re always changing your story when it 

comes to these things. How about you admit that this all a push for attention? Right, Dr. 

Rutherford?” 

“I believe it is more about passing one’s mental weaknesses off on an outside force that 

cannot be entirely disproved,” she replies without looking up. Her hand is constantly writing 



even though she has never turned the page. “I’m sorry, Mr. Garrett, but we’ve been having this 

discussion for months. It is about time you realize that your fixation on ghosts is a delusion 

caused by your own feeling of helplessness. Nothing ever seems to be in your control, so you 

blame invisible figures. We are unable to make you believe that the ghosts are in your head 

because you would need to listen first.” 

“I listen all the time, but I know what I see,” Rich swears while clutching his camera. His 

eyes widen as if something is happening outside, so everyone turns only to see a pair of squirrels 

pilfering a bird’s nest. “Other people have experienced the ghosts here. They tell me stories 

when you and the orderlies aren’t listening. It’s impossible for multiple people to experience the 

same thing. Why do you only disagree with me?” 

Dr. Rutherford rubs her eyes, which nearly knocks her glasses off her face. “Because the 

others don’t bring it up in their sessions, Mr. Garrett. You will not step away from this topic to 

discuss other aspects of your condition. That makes it difficult to help you and I’m coming to my 

wits end. I wonder how you will ever be found fit to leave here if you continue to be stubborn 

about your hallucinations.” 

“I’m not supposed to be here!” 

“Claiming such a thing is another hindrance to your recovery.” 

“But I’m a reporter and you know it.” 

“Please stop lying to yourself, Mr. Garrett.” 

Gina leans forward and whispers into her boss’s ear, the brief contact enough to make the 

other woman stop writing. “Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh? These people are fragile 

and we want to help them. Pushing them in the wrong direction puts the institution at risk. Not to 

mention yourself.” 

“And you think you know more than me?” Dr. Rutherford asks with a laugh. The patients sit 

straight in their chairs and stare forward, each one focused on whoever is across the circle. “Need 

I remind you that you’re an orderly while I’m a doctor? You’re not even a senior member, Ms. 

Nash, since you arrived only weeks ago. Don’t let your taste of power go to your head because 

all of us are expendable behind these walls. I spent my life striving to reach this point and I’d 

rather die than let a whim be my downfall.” 

“It’s a shame,” Gina says, taking a few steps away from the doctor. She removes the stun 

guns from her belt and turns them on, the prongs briefly sparking to life. “Corvus had hoped 



you’d assimilate to your new mentality. Though he didn’t try very hard, so I guess he left too 

much of the old you in there. Guess you get your wish, Grace.” 

A sharp whistle causes Rich to foam at the mouth and lunge across the circle, his sudden 

movement scaring the other patients. He swings his camera as hard as he can and the device 

breaks against Dr. Rutherford’s head. The woman collapses to the floor where she is pounced on 

and pummeled by the enraged man. She pushes him off and tries to crawl away, but Rich jumps 

on her back and bashes her head in with the biggest chunk of his camera. The brutality of the 

attack causes the residents to panic and scream in terror, two of them leaping out the open 

window and racing toward the forest. By the time Gina presses both stun guns to the bald man’s 

neck and shocks him, her boss is only able to make a final gasping breath before dying. The 

orderly checks for a pulse on Rich’s neck and frowns at the gentle crinkling of his severely 

burned skin. The slightest pressure splits the flesh and she watches ivory-colored blood seep out 

of the wound. 

“I didn’t know stun guns could do that,” Gina mutters as she rushes for the intercom. A few 

patients get in her way and she stuns all of them, using up the charges of both devices. “I need 

help in the group therapy session! One of the patients has killed Dr. Rutherford and the others are 

trying to escape. Send the guards and have more lock down the common room and cafeteria to 

make sure this doesn’t spread. I’ll do what I can to contain this.” 

Gina drags the empty couch to block the door and sprints across the room to close the 

windows. She pauses and turns around to examine the room after getting the feeling that she is 

missing something. Not sure what has put her on edge, the orderly finishes sealing the room and 

grabs the nearest blunt object to defend herself. As soon as Gina lifts the raven-shaped 

paperweight, all of the patients turn toward her and their eyes glaze over as they close in on the 

woman. 

***** 

Ian calmly walks toward Dr. Rutherford’s office while orderlies and guards run by to stop 

the brewing riot. Coming to the door, he leans against the far wall and waits for the hallway to 

clear of watchful eyes. He chuckles when he sees that the name plate has fallen off and cracked 

in half, a sign that Corvus is trying to be funny. The sight does make Ian hesitate when he 

approaches the office and he wonders if this is part of the mysterious man’s plan. Yet the desire 

to know more about Raven’s Hold drives him to slip inside the room and wedge a chair under the 



handle. He goes about pulling the small shade on the door’s window and closing all but one of 

the blinds. He peers outside to watch the orderlies chase a few patients around the garden and to 

the distant tennis court. A trio of ravens watches him from the trees, the largest of them peeking 

at the remains of a rabbit. 

“I probably don’t have much time, so let’s look at the files,” Ian whispers while approaching 

the desk. 

Opening every drawer, he is surprised to find nothing more than piles of notebooks and 

clipboards. Digging to the bottom of a drawer, he tries to find the oldest information and uncover 

more about Corvus. Ian flips through the notebook and frowns when he sees nothing more than 

illegible scribbles. A knot forms in his stomach as he rapidly checks every piece of paper in the 

desk and tosses each one to the floor. None of them have clear words and remind him of when a 

person pretends to write something down. The only objects he can discern on the pages are the 

occasional raven doodles that the late doctor had put in the margins. 

As the distant shouting grows louder, Ian turns his attention to the filing cabinets and finds 

the same useless pen marks. He has some hope when he finds a folder full of yellowed 

newspaper clippings, but they are nothing more than old articles on psychology and the benefits 

of therapy. Only one of them mentions Dr. Rutherford and how she graduated from the top of her 

class. The article is nothing more than a biographical piece from her college paper, which only 

reveals her ambition and previous success. The quote from the doctor talks about changing the 

world even if it does not want to be changed, which sounds both egotistical and bizarrely noble 

to Ian. If anything, he has no idea how somebody that wants to make the world a better place 

would end up creating Raven’s Hold. 

“There has to be something on Corvus in here,” Ian says to himself while he walks among 

the strewn papers. He wanders to a bookcase and checks the largest tome to see if it has real 

words in it. “These are real, but the spines are so stiff. It’s like they’ve never been opened, which 

wouldn’t surprise me. She could have hidden the information in one of the books, but there are 

too many to check. I’m pushing my luck already. Maybe I’m wrong and she did keep everything 

in the staff area. Kind of risky considering Corvus isn’t something she’d want other people to 

know about. I think. I’m not really sure what he is.” 

Flapping wings beat on the windows, so Ian goes to open the blinds and finds the massive 

flock of ravens have gathered outside. Barely moving and patient, the ebony birds are perched in 



the trees and on the fences. The grass is masked by those that were too slow to get a higher seat 

for whatever is about to occur. Gazing out to the forest, Ian notices that there are no leaves on the 

branches and the black coating are more ravens. He remembers that there were people outside 

and searches for them, which makes him nervously aware that the shouting has stopped. With 

nothing to hear besides the occasional caw and ruffling feathers, the young man fears that he 

may be the only person left on the island. 

“I don’t know what you’re up to, Corvus, but bringing your own house down won’t help 

you,” Ian says, earning a hiss from the nearest bird. Backing away from the window, he relaxes 

when he hears several people rush by the door. “Guess they got everything under control, which 

means they’ll check the office soon. I don’t care if they find me in here, but I want to uncover 

something. Where could she have hidden the information?” 

“You assume there’s something to be found,” Corvus answers, his voice emanating from the 

flock outside. One of the ravens leaps onto the sill and opens its mouth to reveal a human tongue 

inside. “I can always rebuild my home. The question is if the same can be said about you. I don’t 

know why you’re so driven to learn about me. You can live here in bliss like the others. Even 

your sister has found a role here.” 

“What about her husband and daughters?” 

The raven ruffles its feathers to appear twice its normal size and releases a maniacal 

chuckle. “Wives and mothers are lost all the time. The girls will survive and grow up. If either of 

them perk my interest then I’ll use their mother to bring them to me. After all, I prefer to have 

damaged toys.” 

Ian grabs the nearest blunt object, which is a raven-shaped paperweight, and hurls it at the 

bird. The animal explodes into a curtain of feathers and the rest of the flock takes to the sky 

where they circle the entire island. Watching the mass of shadows, Ian gets an idea and hurries 

around the room in search of every raven figurine. He smashes each one on the floor, which 

causes the building to rumble and the island to gradually lose its color. Grabbing a book, he 

throws it at the stuffed bird above the door to knock the yellow-eyed decoration down. Pouncing 

on the raven, he tears its head off to find a crisp piece of paper inside. The quakes stop and Ian 

can hear a sigh of defeat that chills his blood. 

“This is an invitation to Raven’s Hold and it’s addressed to Dr. Rutherford. It was sent 

thirty-seven years ago,” he says, jumping when the door shakes from a strong blow. He moves to 



a corner and searches for a weapon, but all he can find is a wooden backscratcher. “I thought she 

made this place and you were a patient who took over. Maybe even an entity that she uncovered 

or something. I mean, you’re obviously not human. Never thought you were behind Raven’s 

Hold. Are you even listening, Corvus?” 

“Sweetie isn’t happy with you, little puppy,” Dawn whispers as she slips through the 

window. The brunette is wearing a beautiful wedding dress and spins a bouquet that is made of 

rose-colored knives. “We were happy here and you ruined it. Every chance we gave you to be 

part of our family was thrown in our faces. Because of you, we had to kill Grace and so many 

patients. All to keep up appearances and remove the threats. Now I might have to go away and 

on my wedding day too.” 

“Why didn’t you just kill me?” Ian asks while he moves for the door and points the 

backscratcher at the weeping woman. He trips over a large object and crashes to the floor next to 

a gutted unicorn. “If I was becoming such a threat then you could have eliminated me like you 

did with the others. So, why am I still alive?” 

“I don’t know, but I still hate you. I want you to suffer for hurting my sweetie,” the young 

woman answers, wiping her tears with the sharp bouquet. Deep cuts are left beneath her eyes, 

which bleed down her cheeks, along her neck, and under her collar. “Maybe sweetie saw 

something in you that he wanted. He senses stuff even from so far away, but he doesn’t always 

know what it is. That’s how I came here. He had Grace bring me to his world and raised me from 

the depths. He would have done the same to you, but you’re so ungrateful, little puppy. Such a 

naughty, evil little puppy.” 

Ian scrambles to his feet and backs against the door, which merges with the wall. “What are 

you two?” 

“My name is Dawn Addison and I was alone until my sweetie freed me from my prison. He 

makes me whole and you’re being a bad puppy,” the woman replies. She kneels next to the dead 

animal and removes its horn, slipping the golden piece under her skirts. “My sweetie holds 

reality in his hands, but the human world is cruel. He was driven into the shadows and took 

refuge on this island. Lonely and bored, he created Raven’s Hold to bring the broken ones to his 

doorstep. Then he found Grace and they turned his haven into an Eden for those of us strong 

enough to thrive in his world. Nobody really misses people like you, little puppy. Eventually 



they stop looking and write down that you died by your own hand. Funny how you don’t need a 

body to claim somebody is dead.” 

“So you’re human?” 

“I’m his imperfect, loving bride.” 

“I still don’t understand.” 

“That’s because you’re too normal. Sadly, it’s too late to fix that.” 

When Dawn surges forward, Ian swings the backscratcher and catches her in the eye. As she 

screams and flails, the bouquet still slashes him across the chest. Falling back in pain, the young 

man passes through the door as if it is not there and lands in the hallway. With a rippling shriek, 

Dawn tries to follow by pouncing through the entrance. She makes it halfway through before the 

wood becomes solid and she is trapped within the portal. Crying and cursing, the brunette beats 

on the floor and tries to free herself while Ian backs away. A look of surprise is on the woman’s 

face before she is violently yanked back into the office and the doorway changes into a piece of 

solid wall. 

Without a window to see through, Ian is unaware of the desolate wasteland that covering the 

island. From the depths of the distant lake, a figure composed of shadows and feathers emerges. 

Corvus sheds his outer coating and gazes at the raven-infested sky, the brief views of the sun too 

much for his amber eyes. Having been in the basement for decades, he savors his first breath of 

fresh air and releases a tired sigh. Staring at Raven’s Hold, he can see patches of the distant 

building blinking out of existence. The screams of those inside the vanishing sections makes his 

heart ache, which cause the barbed vines of the forest to race toward the shore. 

“Now my home crumbles before my eyes,” Corvus whispers while a black suit sprouts from 

his exposed skin. Reaching down, he captures the last flower of the island and tucks the green 

blossom into his lapel. “And on my wedding day too.”



Chapter 13 

Racing through the dissolving hallways, Ian fights to avoid falling into the abyssal gaps that 

are devouring Raven’s Hold. Doors have melted into puddles to expose rooms that are crumbling 

into dust. Several of the chasms have exposed bone around their edges and sticky blood seeps 

from the ivory frames. Turning a corner, Ian watches a cowering guard drop into a pit that opens 

beneath his feet. The man has no time to yell before he is gone, unlike the panicking orderly 

down the hall. A vertical abyss is slowly swallowing the woman who is clawing at the ground 

and screeching in terror. When she is nothing more than a head and arms, she stops fighting and 

cries while being sucked into the void. Being so close to freedom, Ian only looks at her demise as 

giving him a clear run for the door. He sprints as fast as he can and dives between two abysses 

that pull at his skin until he is out of their reach. 

He realizes that the building is different than before when he bursts into the common room, 

which should have been in the other direction. Parts of the garden hang from the ceiling and 

reach for the surviving residents that are hiding under tables. Ian leaps from one island of solid 

ground to another while the screams of people erupt and are swiftly cut off. He stops himself 

from dwelling on what would happen if he falls into the one of the voids, focusing entirely on 

reaching the exit. With his hand on the handle, he believes he is going to survive and put this 

nightmare behind him. 

The crackling of a stun gun causes Ian to stop and twists out of the way, the weapon 

discharging against the door. He catches Gina by the arm when she tries to shock him again and 

the pair tumble to the floor. With the abysses growing around them, the siblings’ struggle 

consists mostly of pulling back and forth on the sparking stun gun. Seeing the cuts on Ian’s 

chest, his sister smacks him on the wounds and tries to use the jolt of pain to wrestle the weapon 

away. Instead of getting the device out of his hand, she accidentally ends up pulling it against her 

stomach. Before she can turn the stun gun around, her brother presses the button and unloads the 

last of the electricity into her body. 

“They really should have stuck to the sedative syringes. Stun guns are too easy to turn on the 

user,” Ian mutters as he catches his sister and puts her over his shoulder. He puts her down as 

soon as an elbow strikes the back of his head. “Do you really want to keep fighting? We don’t 

have much time before this room is gone.” 



“How did I get here and why am I wearing these clothes?” the orderly asks before she 

recognizes Ian. Unaware of the danger, she gives her brother a tight hug and nearly knocks them 

into a void. “I finally found you. Let’s go home, Ian. We’re going to have a long talk about your 

behavior.” 

“Wait. Are you Carla again?” her brother asks as she leads him to the door. He slips his 

wrist free and cautiously watches her in case this is another trick. “Do you remember calling 

yourself Gina and working here?” 

“That’s ridiculous,” Carla answers, her eyes following the dangerous gaps. A vague memory 

of what is happening crosses her mind, but it vanishes before she can focus. “The last thing I 

remember is arriving in Crow’s Landing and getting a boat. There was a storm, I fell into the 

water, and now I’m with you in this creepy place. Something tells me that we have to move 

quickly, so we can discuss this later. Don’t stand there like an idiot!” 

Ian finds himself numb to his sister’s revival, the constant stress making it impossible for 

him to feel anything more than a twinge of relief. He lets her guide the way to the door while he 

takes a final look at the common room. The fingers of the final resident are vanishing into a hole 

in the floor while the furniture rapidly ages into dust. A few vines remain from the garden, which 

is dead and crumbling off the ceiling. The creak of hinges draws his attention back to escaping, 

but his heart leaps into his throat when he sees the fringe of a white dress through the expanding 

crack in the doorway. 

Dawn barrels into the room and slices Ian’s hand off with her bouquet, the severed part still 

clutched in Carla’s fingers. There is no blood coming from the wound, which seems to heal into 

a crusty stump. A burst of thunder shatters the window, but the enraged bride merely aims her 

middle finger at the outside world. The distraction is enough for Carla to tackle her from behind 

and try to throw her into an abyss. Dawn catches the edge of the nearest hole and yanks herself to 

safety, but the front of her skirt is sheared off in the process. 

“You’re always ruining my stuff!” the woman shrieks while she stares at her exposed slip 

and garters. Pulling the ruined fabric together, she makes a tighter skirt that sprouts lacey flowers 

down the sides. “This was never meant to be your home. Sweetie should have kept you away or 

killed you. He won’t tell me what your purpose is, but I don’t think he knows. He’s confused and 

lost now that our world is disappearing. Both of you destroyed us.” 



“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” Carla claims before grabbing Ian by the arm. She 

shoves him toward the door, but it closes in his face. “Damn it! Let my brother go and we’ll 

settle whatever this is.” 

“Nope. He needs to stay and see you die,” Dawn replies with a smirk. She licks her lips 

while drawing the unicorn horn from behind her, the golden spike humming in her hand. “I have 

a powerful weapon and you have nothing. You’re a mistake and I’m going to erase you from the 

world. Nobody will remember that you ever existed. Even your children and husband will forget 

about you.” 

“You’re going to fight me with . . . what is that?” 

“A unicorn horn.” 

“Right. I’m guessing it’s fake.” 

“We’ll find out when I carve up your daughters’ faces with it.” 

“Don’t you dare go near my family.” 

“They’re Sarah and Allison, right?” 

“Shut up.” 

“Pretty names for me to write on their tongues.” 

With a scream, Carla rushes at Dawn and attempts to tackle her to the ground. She is unable 

to stop her momentum when her target yawns and steps out of the way. A tug on her neck turns 

the woman around and she feels the necklace snap against her skin. Carla takes a final look at Ian 

who is starting to move forward, but will never reach her in time. Closing her eyes and ignoring 

Dawn’s giggling, she thinks of her family and wishes she stayed home. To her surprise, there is 

no pain as she falls into the abyss and ceases to exist. As far as she would be concerned if she 

still had the ability to think, Carla is simply removed from the world. 

“Like I would get my unicorn’s horn dirty. I still need to plant it and grow a new one,” 

Dawn states while she examines the penguin pendant. She tosses the bauble to Ian and smiles at 

the stunned man. “Us and sweetie will be the only ones to remember her. You know, I was only 

defending myself. This is really your fault for accepting the invitation. Though I’d still blame 

Grace because the dead can’t defend themselves. Now, I’m going somewhere safe and you’re 

going to stay here to die. Seems things go wrong whenever I try to kill, so I’m going to let you 

do the work for me.” 



“My sister,” Ian whispers while he clutches the necklace. Coming within reach of Dawn, he 

stares into the gaping void that devoured Carla. “I saw her unravel in there. Piece by piece came 

away and dissolved. Now I have nobody and there’s no reason why. Tell me why I shouldn’t 

throw you in there, Ms. Addison.” 

“It’s Mrs. Sweetie now and don’t even try it,” the brunette replies while moving around the 

young man. Unable to reach the far exit, she tiptoes her way to the glass door that would 

normally lead to the garden. “You don’t really have it in you, little puppy. Even if you did, my 

sweetie would stop you.” 

Ian takes a slow step toward the woman, his attention focused more on his own reflection in 

the glass door. “Where will you go? This place is falling apart and everyone is dying. Raven’s 

Hold is no longer a haven.” 

“Go? There’s nowhere for us to go, little puppy,” Dawn replies in shock. Watching the 

common room get consumed, she feels an emptiness in her heart and releases a shuddering 

breath. “This was and always will be our home. Like any strong couple, we will survive this 

disaster and rebuild. It won’t be the same and might not be as good, but we’ll be together and 

that’s the important thing. After all, we’re married now. Unlike you, which really is your fault 

like you’ve always believed.” 

Ian waits for the brunette to turn around and reach for the door handle before charging. With 

a roar, he tackles her and the pair smash through the glass as an abyss appears where they once 

stood. Jagged shards stick into their arms and legs, but only Dawn has a few large pieces 

embedded in her face. One of them is in her eye and removing it causes her to scream loud 

enough to echo across the island. Agony ripples through her body as she realizes that there is 

only an empty socket left. She picks the rest of the glass out and tries to stand only to be knocked 

down by a blow to the back of her head. 

Leaving Dawn unconscious and bleeding on the grass, Ian limps away to watch Raven’s 

Hold finish consuming itself. He can see several people on the roof, the figures cornered against 

the side. One man jumps and shatters on the ground, making one wonder if any of the patients 

and staff members were real. The rest of the survivors huddle together as the abysses converge 

on them and the entire building blinks out of existence. With Raven’s Hold no longer in the way, 

Ian can see to the pier where a lone figure is patiently waiting. 

***** 



“I wish I could remember why I brought you here,” Corvus says while staring across the 

ocean. Choppy waves slam into the eroding shore, each one delivering small pieces of Crow’s 

Landing. “There are so many lies I’ve weaved over the years that I can’t keep them straight. It 

might be a good thing that you’re forcing me to start again. Perhaps you were brought to my 

world for Grace’s benefit and I had no reason to toy with you. After all, there’s nothing that 

you’ve truly given me that I would call useful.” 

“Your wife might be dead,” Ian states as he reaches the shore. With a grunt of pain, he rips a 

chunk of glass from his arm and tosses it onto the pier. “To be honest, I don’t care why you 

brought me here. All I want to know is what you are. Some kind of god? An alien? Was Rich 

right and you’re a ghost?” 

“My wife will be fine. She’s tough than you think,” the other man replies with a sigh. Still 

wearing his suit, he adjusts the cuffs and considers the choices he has been given. “I know I’m 

from Earth and I know I’m not dead. Yet, I don’t think I’m arrogant enough to call myself a god. 

My origin is the same as every other being. Born from a forgettable woman and grew up to be an 

unforgettable man.” 

Ian scratches his head and winces when he finds more shards in his scalp. “Then why are 

you hiding on an island? If you have the power to do whatever it is you’re doing here, it seems 

foolish to squander it in isolation.” 

Corvus lifts his hand to allow a raven to land on his wrist, the bird dropping a small shell 

into his palm. He quietly turns the object over and runs a finger along its ridges, the design 

reminding him of an ancient memory. He smiles when the crab pokes out of its home and 

wanders up his arm. The tiny creature makes it to his shoulder before it is callously flicked into 

the ocean. 

“Humanity feared my ability to make dreams reality and they drove me away,” Corvus 

explains as he walks along the coast. Bodies are appearing in the surf, so he waves his hand to 

transform them into pieces of driftwood. “I wandered the wilderness and attempted to swim 

across the ocean. When I nearly drowned, I subconsciously made this island and it has been my 

home ever since. Sadly, humans are social creatures and I craved such contacts. That is where 

Grace and Raven’s Hold came from. She was a blacklisted psychologist and I gave her a purpose 

in return for people that I could play with. The first few didn’t take to my physical presence, so I 

became the ghost. Everyone got something and I gained more when my dear Dawn was brought 



to me. To be honest, I never planned on marrying her since I find the tradition pointless for 

someone like me. Yet she insisted since our world was coming to an end. Is that the reason I 

wanted you to come here? No because it’s such a minor thing and it leaves us having to start 

with nothing.” 

“You could go somewhere and live among people,” Ian suggests as he puts on the penguin 

necklace. “It seems like you’ve been here for a few decades, so society has probably changed for 

the better. Even if it hasn’t, I’m sure you’ve learned more control and use your powers with more 

subtlety. Maybe you can be a living superhero and save the world instead of toying with the 

broken-minded like me.” 

“Can you repeat that?” 

“Maybe you can save the world?” 

Corvus laughs and does a little dance before hugging the surprised man. “That’s why I 

wanted you here. It wasn’t to destroy my world or to make things easier for Grace. Let that old 

bag suffer in . . . well she’s dead, so no point in finishing that sentence. The reason I wanted you 

here Ian Connors is because I was in a rut. My life has been Raven’s Hold for so long that I can’t 

think of anything else. My dreams have become stagnant. You sparked the only dream that I’ve 

yet to fulfill. Thank you, my friend.” 

“So you only wanted to be a superhero,” Ian cautiously states before a rumble of thunder 

shakes the island. Lightning can be seen in the distance, but it never gets any closer than a mile 

offshore. “That’s a rather noble dream. Superheroes have always been popular so-” 

“Hero? Not at all. I’m going to be a villain,” the black-haired man proudly declares with a 

frightening twinkle in his eyes. Licking his lips, Corvus releases Ian from his embrace and cracks 

his knuckles. “Why would I want to save a species that cast me aside? They had their chance to 

reap the rewards of my existence. Now I’ll see who is the strongest and forge a better society 

than anything ever witnessed before. It isn’t like anyone out there can stop me. Yes, it seems 

villain would definitely be a smarter choice for me.” 

Grabbing a piece of driftwood in his remaining hand, Ian takes a swing at Corvus and 

shatters the makeshift club on impact. A few splinters are in the side of the other man’s head, but 

they are pushed out by the healing flesh. The ravens swoop out of the sky to attack and stop once 

their master raises his hand, a restrained laugh making him shiver. 



“I assume this is where you swear to stop me and warn others,” Corvus says as he 

approaches the scared human. Gently patting his enemy’s cheek, he yawns and casually walks in 

a circle. “You are right that I probably require an adversary to make things more enjoyable. A 

being who can earn my respect and disdain. Sadly, you only have the latter and I find myself 

wanting a foe with more bite. Also two hands and more of a spine. One big loss and you’ll kill 

yourself. Nope, I need an enemy with staying power.” 

“Then what are you going to do?” Ian asks, refusing to back down. He throws a punch with 

his stump that harmlessly glances off Corvus’s shoulder. “You’re right that I would break too 

easily. In fact, I hope you kill me now.” 

“It was a consideration, but I want to make you suffer for what you did.” 

A broom closet erupts from the ground behind Ian and the door swings open to reveal a 

padded interior. With a one-handed shove, Corvus sends the man stumbling into the small 

container and locks him inside. Sparks fly from the frame and the wood hisses as all of the seams 

are sealed, preventing anyone from opening the box. Irritated by the constant banging and 

screaming, Corvus has the closet sinks back into the earth and covers the area with a mat of 

drooping tulips. Frowning at how close the cage is to the shore, he waves his hand and sends it 

burrowing deep into the center of the island. More of the decrepit flowers sprout along the path 

and a leafless willow grows at Ian’s final destination. 

Noticing dirt on his hands, Corvus uses his handkerchief to clean them and watches as his 

wounded bride limps toward him. Worried that Dawn might be too hurt to reach him, the man 

breathes into the wind and coats the island in a reviving mist. Not being used to healing severe 

injuries with his powers, the expenditure creates white streaks in his ebony hair. The sacrifice is 

worth it as every step she takes is stronger and her injuries gradually disappear. By the time she 

joins her smiling husband, the only sign of her defeat is the gaping eye socket. When Corvus 

reaches out to rebuild the missing part, Dawn stops him and pulls the unicorn horn from her 

skirts. Without a word, he shoves it into the hole and transforms it into a golden eyepatch that is 

bonded to her skin. 

“I love it. So much better than a ring,” Dawn says after a mirror appears before her face. She 

taps at the solid decoration and uses her nail to carve a crude flower, which she erases by rubbing 

on the metal. “It’s beautiful and I appreciate it, but I don’t think I can go with you, sweetie. The 



outside world is scary. People are mean. They’re . . . normal out there. There’s never any fun in 

normal. That’s what you always say. How are we supposed to live among normal people?” 

“Don’t worry, my love. They won’t be that way for long.” 


