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 Chapter 1: Stella 

 
“And how are your dreams now?” 
Doctor Stella Vayne crossed her legs and cocked her head as she looked at her 

client. The man was sitting solemnly on the couch in front of her, hair disheveled, cheap 
suit wrinkled. He was wearing a strange brand of cologne today, something that was 
supposed to smell flowery, but gave off a bitter smell of alcohol instead. Her nostrils 
flailed with the strong smell. 

“No dreams,” the man said, his voice hoarse.  
Stella counted the number of stubs in the small ashtray by her client’s side. He’d 

been in her office for less than half an hour, and already he had chain-smoked ten 
Lucky’s. She watched him as he lit another and took a deep drag. 

“They’ve stopped?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow and giving him a half-smile of 
approval, a motivation that they were finally seeing some progress. 

The man shook his head, his eyes darting back and forth across the room. “I 
stopped sleeping,” he said, cigarette hanging limply from his lips as he rubbed his arms 
to warm himself.  

Stella had turned off the air conditioner at his request, willing to cope with the 
unbearable heat, yet unsure how he could still feel cold. Then again, she couldn’t 
remember when she had stopped counting the number of things that alarmed her about 
the man. 

He had come to her almost four months ago, paying for his sessions in advance, 
complaining of recurring nightmares and lack of sleep. She had willingly taken him on, 
despite her full schedule, especially since the man was a celebrity, even if only a minor 
one. 

Stella looked down and gazed at her notepad. There were scribbles all over, 
arrows linking one haphazard thought to another as she pieced together the man’s 
troubled mind. He talked which she was thankful for, but most of what he said made 
little sense and was often incredibly random. He would start at one point, then 
immediately shift to another, only to circle back to what he was saying in the beginning. 
It was marginally gibberish. 

“I don’t think that’s a very good idea, David,” Stella said, keeping her voice level. 
She had learned that sudden changes in tone sent him into a shaking frenzy. “We’re here 
to face your demons, not let them take over your life.” 

The man shook his head, his cigarette, now, between two fingers as his body 
faintly rocked from side to side. It was as if he were in a trance, barely listening to her, 
his eyes focused on anything other than Stella. He looked like he was looking for 
something. 

“Why is it always so dark in here?” David Whelm asked. 
Stella sighed. “David, have you tried the meditation I recommended?” 
David chuckled. “Are you suggesting that I close my eyes when I don’t have to?” 

he said. “I can barely cope with the dark when I have to sleep. Meditate? Are you 
kidding?” 

Stella laid her pad and pen down on her lap and folded her hands over them. She 
knew she shouldn’t, but she was slowly getting tired of the lack of progress they were 
making. David Whelm had come to her looking for a quick fix, and despite her 



consistent assurance that she would not just write out a prescription for him to drug 
himself to sleep, he never failed to ask. She waited now, knowing what was coming. 

“Doc, just give me the pills, and we can call it a day.” 
Like clockwork, she thought. 
Stella knew the man’s history well. She had seen him on multiple talk shows back 

when he was ranting on and on about a conspiracy in some little town, out in 
Connecticut. He had been quite a different man then, zealous, aggressive, giving off the 
vibe that he would beat you to death if you didn’t see things his way. 

She remembered a lunch with one of her colleagues who had told her all about 
the story behind David Whelm’s rise to fame. It was quite the Cinderella story, the 
unknown reporter who had just happened to be in the right place at the right time. It 
was obvious that rumors would follow, how he had started the whole riot which was his 
ticket to the top, how he had orchestrated one of the worst tragedies to hit the small 
New England town that no one had heard of before. 

Rumors. That’s all they were, but they had created the enigma behind the man. 
David Whelm might not have wanted it, but there was a certain mystery to him that 
many found appealing. He had always denied his involvement, but there was always a 
twitch in his eyes; a twinkle that suggested there was more to the story than he let on.  

Stella had realized early on it was the mystery itself that had drawn her to him in 
the first place. 

However, looking at him now, shivering on her couch and reeking of the God 
awful cologne, she was slowly losing the infatuation. He was a broken man, and it was 
no surprise that he was keeping clear of the limelight. 

So much for the fifteen minutes of fame, Stella thought. Whatever had made 
David Whelm a national sensation, a hero of the masses against corrupt government, it 
was all gone. 

“Let’s retrace a bit,” Stella offered. “What happened after the shooting in 
Darville?” 

David Whelm looked up at Stella, his eyes finally resting on hers. “The woman in 
red,” he said. 

 
  



Chapter 2: Four Months Ago 
 

David raced through the dense foliage, the sound of gunfire echoing in the 
darkness behind him. He did not stop, forced himself not to look back, and gasped cold 
breaths of air as he stumbled along. He had to get away, as far as possible from the 
shooting, maybe find a road on the other side of the woods and hitch-hike a ride back to 
New York. 

His legs cried out in agony, pain shooting through them, unaccustomed to the 
stress he was putting on his body. Still, the adrenaline kept him going, and he pushed 
forward, pleading with his muscles not to give out, to keep going just a little bit more.  

Only, he knew he was going in the wrong direction, a small voice in the back of 
his head laughing at how his mental compass was off, and instead of running into town, 
he was running out. He ignored the voice, his pace slowing as his heart pounded in his 
chest. He didn’t care which way he was headed. All that mattered was getting away. 

The darkness was heavy around him, and as David slowed to a complete stop, it 
felt like he was being enveloped completely by it, the night wrapping itself around him 
and hiding him from the outside world. He buckled over, one hand resting on a tree to 
his left as he desperately tried to catch his breath. The pain in his muscles finally 
overcame the adrenaline, and he felt shots of electricity burst through his legs and up his 
spine, forcing him to his knees. 

David adjusted his seating position, his back against a tree, his eyes closed as cold 
air rushed through his open mouth and burned his lungs. His mind began to clear, no 
longer clouded by the urgency to flee, his survival instinct slowly dissipating and making 
way for logical thinking.  

He would have to go back.  
The thought troubled him, and he gritted his teeth against the notion of returning 

to flying bullets and an insane sheriff trying to get him killed. He contemplated how long 
he could wait until the proper authorities would be at the scene, men in uniform who 
weren’t trigger happy and would help get him home.  

Maybe a little longer, he thought. He would give himself a bit more time and wait 
it out. He was in no hurry, and he knew he was not too far away to warrant a hasty 
return. It felt like he had been running forever, yet he was probably closer to the 
shooting than he thought he was. 

Something ruffled in the darkness, and David quickly opened his eyes, head 
snapping to where the sound had come from. The moon barely shone through the 
canopy above, and shadows lay long between the massive trunks around him. He 
squinted his eyes, desperately looking for the source of the sound, yet saw nothing. 

The ruffling came again, and David quickly pushed himself to his feet, his 
heartbeat suddenly quickening as his legs screamed go. He turned to run, his eyes 
scanning the foliage around him, and came face to face with the woman. 

She was beautiful, striking even, but because of the darkness and the shadows, 
her form seemed to tower over him. David let out a scream, jumping away and tripping 
over his own feet, falling hard onto the ground. He gazed at the stranger, and felt a chill 
race down his spine when she smiled at him. 

“I’m so sorry,” the woman cooed, her voice fluttering towards him and drawing 
him in. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 



David quickly began to calm down, his body relaxing as his eyes locked onto hers. 
He couldn’t explain it, but he felt drawn to her, as if she were pulling him in by some 
invisible rope. He couldn’t deny her, and he slowly stood up, motioning to her without a 
sound that everything was okay and she needn’t worry about him. 

The woman giggled and stepped into the light, her dress looked crimson in the 
half shadows that fell over her. Her hair flowed in raven strands over her shoulders, and 
the leaves crunched loudly under her bare feet. Her smile was captivating, and despite 
the strange situation they were in, David felt himself smile back. He suddenly forgot 
everything that had happened until this moment. The world only revolved around the 
woman in red. 

“Were you running from the gunfire, too?” she asked, moving in closer, her 
breath soft against his face as she stood only inches away. “I was so scared, I ran out of 
my own shoes.” 

The woman giggled, and all David wanted to do was fall to his knees before her 
and give her the world. 

“We could run together,” she whispered, her mouth closer, her hand on his cheek 
as her eyes bore into his. “Would you like that?” 

David nodded, dumbfounded by how incredibly lucky he was.  
Suddenly, the world darkened even more, and a foul stench rose that filled his 

nostrils and threatened to suffocate him. It was as if someone had suddenly thrown him 
into a pile of dead corpses, the decay strong and rancid. He could feel the stench on his 
skin, like acid, burning and peeling away at him. 

The woman smiled again, and suddenly her entire face began to shift and break, 
the beauty that had been so captivating just seconds ago, replaced by molding flesh and 
rotten skin. Her mouth opened, and the mesmerizing smile that was once there turned 
into a wicked snarl, the stench escaping between cracked lips and blinding him. 

David screamed and staggered back, but the woman’s hand only clenched tighter 
against his neck, her nails burying deep into his flesh. She gripped tighter, prevented 
him from pulling away, and with a quick gesture, brought his head closer to hers and 
kissed him. 

David felt the world around him explode into a fury of pain and suffering. All of a 
sudden, his mind was racing with thoughts of death and destruction, of torture and 
pain, of children screaming and realities shattering. 

He was pulled into a dark abyss, falling with no end in sight. He tried to make 
sense of what was happening, tried to break free of the woman’s grasp, and he felt the 
strands of sanity in his mind ripped like threads. He saw everything, and he saw 
nothing. He knew everything, and he knew nothing, and in the few seconds his lips 
pressed against her lips of death, his entire being seemed to shatter into a million pieces. 

“Leave him.” 
The voice cut through the obscurity, strong and commanding. It echoed in the 

night, raspy and cold, a voice of authority that made David’s skin crawl and his muscles 
tighten. It was a nightmare on its own, a voice that promised nothing but darkness.  

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped. 
David opened his eyes to the woods around him, the soft haze of the moon 

piercing through the canopy above, barely illuminating his surroundings yet strong 
enough to show that he was alone. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, eyes 



darting back and forth between the trees, trying to make out where the woman had 
disappeared to. There was no sign of her, but David would not wait for her return. 

Jumping to his feet, barely able to stop his body from shaking, David Whelm ran. 
 
  



Chapter 3: What We Know 
 

Stella gazed at her client in silence. 
She watched him light another cigarette and waited for the first few puffs before 

saying, “And then?” 
David looked at her through the smoke, his eyes begging her to stop asking 

questions. It was clear he was uncomfortable, but she was adamant to get to the bottom 
of the man’s fear. She had never failed to help a client before, and this would not be the 
first time she would fail. David Whelm was disturbed, but she had seen worse. 

“I ran back,” David said, his voice barely a whisper in the quiet room. “The police 
were there. The shooting was over. Everything was over.” 

“And Fiona Bright?” 
David shook his head slowly, frowning as he remembered to bleeding sheriff lying 

on a gurney as the paramedics tried to keep her alive. “She barely survived. The bullet 
had pierced a lung, I heard.” 

Stella flipped through her notes, trying to remember the details.  
“I saw him,” David said suddenly, whispering as if speaking to himself. 
“Excuse me?” Stella asked. 
“I saw him.” 
“Saw who?” 
David took a long drag from his cigarette, exhaled and then took another. 
“David,” Stella said. “Who did you see?” 
“Alan Carter.” 
Stella remembered the name from their last conversations. She remembered the 

national search for the man everyone assumed could help the FBI solve the missing 
children cases. It had been a big deal for a very long time, and the media could not stop 
talking about him. Yet, as with all news, the search had died out, and Alan Carter had 
become a conversation piece used to break awkward silences. 

According to what she knew, the man was still missing, and the FBI had no leads. 
“When did you see him?” Stella asked, leaning in with interest. 
David smiled. “In my closet.” 
Stella frowned. “In your closet?” 
David Whelm nodded, his smile unfaltering, as if he knew something funny that 

he did not want to share. His cigarette died out in his hands, and as he dropped the lit 
stub into the ashtray, he quickly pulled another out of his pack and flicked the lighter 
on. 

“David, are you saying that Alan Carter visited you at home?” 
David began to chuckle, his arms wrapped around his body as his shoulders 

bobbed. The smoke from his cigarette rose in hazy waves, forming a grey cloud around 
the man’s face and making his smile seem a lot more manic than it truly was.  

He’s lost his mind, Stella thought. 
“Did Alan Carter break into your house, David?” 
David shook his head. “He doesn’t need to,” he said, his eyes fixated on the small 

coffee table between them. “He can go wherever he wants to, now.” 
Stella leaned back in her seat and tapped the side of her pad with her pen. Her 

client was circling again, speaking in riddles and testing her patience. Her eyes glanced 



up at the clock on the wall, registered the time, and sighed when she realized that the 
session had ended. 

“Okay,” she said. “David, our time is up, but I would like to pick up from here, 
tomorrow. Can you promise me we’ll do that?” 

David quickly put out his cigarette and stood up, adjusting his suit as he nodded. 
“Sure thing, Doc.” 

Stella stood up as well, eyeing the man as he looked about the room and patted 
his pockets. On any other day, he would have looked like a regular Joe, going about life 
without a worry in the world. Yet, Stella could see the blacks under his eyes and the 
hollowness there, the signs of insomnia and stress apparent on his face. 

“Try to get some sleep tonight, okay?” Stella said. 
David smiled at her, a tired smile that assured her he would do nothing of the 

sort, and pocketed both his lighter and Lucky’s. She shook his hand and waited patiently 
as he idled to the office door and lumbered out. 

 
  



Chapter 4: Pay Your Dues 
 

David Whelm lay in his bed, eyes wide open, the lights on, the doors and windows 
locked. 

There would be no sleep tonight. He knew this well, just as he had known it for 
the past four months. Not that he couldn’t sleep; he was tired enough to know that the 
minute he closed his eyes, he would immediately drift away. But, he wouldn’t. 

David couldn’t handle the nightmares anymore. Every night would be the same, a 
replay of that night in the woods, the woman in red as her face changed and her mouth 
opened to engulf him into the abyss beyond. Every night, he would hear the raspy, cold 
voice telling her to let him go, but unlike reality, he would stay lost in the darkness and 
insanity. In his nightmares, the woman would not let him go. 

On some nights, he would hallucinate, imagine seeing everyone he had come 
across standing over him or sitting on the chair in the corner of his room. Fiona Bright 
would visit him sometimes, smirking and harassing him, bombarding him with one 
insult after the other until he felt like he was being scolded by his mother.  

Sometimes, it would be Stanley Turk, a noose around his neck, his eyes white and 
dead as he smiled down at David and promised that one day they would be downing 
drinks together again. Often, Rachel Adams would sit on the side of his bed, looking out 
into nothing, then turning her head slowly towards him with a snarl so menacing, his 
skin would crawl. 

And then, there was Alan Carter. 
David knew he was only hallucinating, but when it came to Alan Carter, he could 

never be sure. The first time David had seen him, Alan had come out of the closet, 
shoulder length blonde hair instead of the black shown on the news, wearing a crimson 
suit that looked absolutely absurd. Since then, the man seemed to appear out of thin air, 
stepping out from the shadows as if he, himself, were part of the darkness. 

That was why the lights were always on. That was why the closet door was nailed 
shut. Unlike the other hallucinations David had, the one with Alan Carter was too close 
to reality for comfort. 

David sighed, rubbing his eyes to stay awake and glancing at the digital clock by 
his bed as he counted down the hours to dawn. Light; that was what he needed. In only a 
few hours, he would be safe from the darkness. 

The lights above his head flickered, and David paused as he gazed at the twin 
bulbs above his head, his body frozen in place as his mind prayed that they would not 
burn out. He watched them carefully, willing them to stay on, but his prayers went 
unheard. 

The lights flickered and went out, and the room immediately fell into darkness. 
David held his breath, waiting to see what would come out from the shadows for 

him. He wondered who would visit him tonight, but a small part of him already knew 
the answer. When a voice echoed across the room, calm and composed, David felt his 
heart sink. 

“We need to stop meeting like this, Whelm.” 
David closed his eyes, a shiver racing through him at the sound of Alan Carter’s 

voice. 
“You do know there are better ways to get rid of me than turning on all the lights, 

right?” 



“How did you get in here?” David whispered. “How do you do it, every time? I 
nailed the closet door shut.” 

Alan chuckled in the darkness, and the laugh made goose bumps break out across 
David’s skin. “There is always a backdoor.” 

David shook his head, cursing and silently wishing for an escape from the 
constant stress of uninvited visits. 

“They could stop,” Alan said. 
David sat up slowly, throwing his legs over the side of the bed and looking in the 

direction from where the voice was coming. A faint light broke through the shades on 
his window, and in the corner, a silhouette sat completely still. 

“What do you want?” David asked. “What do you all want from me?” 
“All?” Alan asked, chuckling. “David, I’m the only one here.” 
David shook his head quickly. “Fiona Bright, Stanley Turk, Rachel Adams, you’re 

all here. You’re always here!” 
David was shocked at the sudden outburst, his voice rumbling in the dark room. 
Alan shifted in his seat. “I don’t know what it is you’re seeing,” he said, “but I 

assure you, it’s only me.” 
“You’re not real,” David mumbled. “None of you are. You’re all in my head. Get 

out of my head!” 
Alan sat completely still, a dark figure sitting on David’s favorite chair, his 

features hidden in the darkness. David waited for the man to reply, but nothing came, 
and he scoffed and shook his head. 

“You’re punishing me,” David said. “That’s what you’re doing. You’re all 
punishing me.” 

“For what?” Alan asked. 
“For the riots,” David said. “You’re blaming me for them.” 
“Should you be blamed?” 
“Stop it!” David screamed. “I didn’t do anything wrong! It was bound to happen. 

The corruption, the cover-ups, everything your founding families did. It was bound to 
happen!” 

“And you just sped it up?” 
“I tried to help those families,” David shot back. 
“You tried to write a story,” Alan replied, calmly. 
“What the hell do you know?” David snapped. “You’re just a figment of my 

imagination. You’re not real. None of you are. You and your urban legends and your 
curses. It was all just to shy away from taking the blame for those children.” 

“Maybe,” Alan said, “and maybe not. There’s only one way to find out.” 
David stared challengingly at the figure in the corner, his brows furrowed and his 

lips pulled back in an angry snarl. He was suddenly enraged, no longer scared, willing to 
jump onto his feet and go a few rounds against the nightmares in his head. Alan Carter 
included. 

“Get out of my head,” David said. 
“I’m not in your head,” Alan replied. “I’m here because you have dues to pay, and 

you will pay them.” 
“Who are you to judge me?” David snarled. “You’re just as bad as the rest of the 

Council. Your family is just as corrupt as the rest of them.” 



“My family is not free from sin,” Alan said. “However, we own up to them. We pay 
our dues. I’m paying them for all of us.” 

“You’re running away,” David said. “You’re hiding.” 
“I’m right here. I’m not hiding.” 
“You’re not real!” 
The figure in the corner stood up, slowly, the couch creaking as the silhouette 

moved in the darkness. David’s eyes widened as he watched the figure grow into the 
shadows and become one with them. He could hear nails ripping from the wall, planks 
of wood falling, and the sound of a door creaking open.  

“It’s time, David,” Alan Carter said. “We’ve been back and forth for too long. It’s 
time.” 

“You’re not real,” David stuttered, more to himself than to the darkness around 
him. 

“You have to understand that this has nothing to do with the riots, David,” Alan’s 
voice echoed all around him. “Your actions had terrible consequences. Your greed 
resulted in much misery. There have been ramifications you cannot possibly fathom, 
and the only way you will be able to make peace with yourself, is when you come to 
terms with what you did.” 

“I did nothing,” David said, his eyes suddenly watering as the realization of what 
was happening suddenly washed over him. 

“You did much,” Alan replied. 
David shuddered as the tears escaped his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. 

“Please,” he whimpered. “Please. I’m scared of the dark!” 
Hands suddenly grabbed him by the shoulder, strong and sure.  
David’s body lurched forward, propelled firmly through the open closet door. 
Alan Carter whispered from the shadows, “So am I.” 

 
 

*  *  * 
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