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	CONTENT WARNING

	 

	Please note that this novel contains depictions of bullying, homophobia, ableism and internalized ableism, violence and murder, and discussions of self-harm.



	




	 

	 

	To all the queers battling mental health throughout your education, may you accept your diplomas while standing proudly on the corpses of your inner demons.



	




	Body Found at Local College!

	Blood pooled underneath him.

	“I’m sorry. Your call cannot be completed as dialled. Please check the number and try again.”

	It seeped through the bottom of the classroom door, crawling over the gritty tiles and staining the grout.

	“I’m sorry. Your call cannot be completed as dialled. Please check the number and try again.”

	“Guh... Guh…”

	A few doors down, a professor gathered her things and strolled down the halls that sucked the life out of people’s cries.

	A trembling hand lifted at the sound of her clicking heels, mustered every ounce of withering strength to slap sticky fingers on the window. The professor didn’t see the bloody handprint, didn’t hear the rasps. Warm blood slid down cold cheeks. The hand streaked down the glass and fell limp upon the last digit of 9-1-1.

	The phone, smudged with red fingerprints, finally connected and began to ring.

	“9-1-1, do you need fire, police, or medical?”

	The response came as a gurgle.

	“I repeat. Fire, police, or medical? ... Hello…?”

	The sound of the professor’s heels faded. Her figure got smaller. Blurrier.

	“Is this a prank? I swear, if this is a prank…”

	“Guh…”

	“Stupid kids…”

	Click!

	The phone screen went dark. 



	




	Second Body Found at College!

	“They say he prowls at night and stabs anyone not in bed. I think that’s ridiculous. Felix? For Pete’s sake, quit dozing off!” a familiar voice shouted.

	Felix’s head shot up. His skull collided with Liana’s. “Ow!”

	All five-foot-two of her sat cross-legged atop his desk, wiggling around in pain. Her long, dark hair was up in a loose ponytail, with a white sport headband to keep the flyaways back. The text on it always made Felix smile, and he thought it was great for this moment.

	“Suck it up, Buttercup,” he teased, to which she stuck her tongue out and rubbed the sore spot on her forehead.

	“You didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?” Concern was etched into her pretty face like chiselled stone. “Was it a pillow thing or a sleepwalking thing?”

	“Sleepwalking…” he mumbled to the floor. Liana wiped some drool from the corner of his mouth. He flushed and rubbed his face with the hem of his sleeve. His collection of hair ties and bracelets scratched his skin. “How’d you know?”

	“Your hair smells. You didn’t shower this morning.”

	“Don’t sniff me.”

	Felix had sleepwalked all his life. He was pretty sure it was the reason he didn’t have any siblings, though his parents denied it. It couldn’t have been easy to take care of a toddler who could walk off the roof, whilst snoring, the moment you turned your back. His mother could write a book on the many hilarious situations they found themselves in because of his sleepwalking. Of course, no one thought those 2 a.m. stories were funny at the time.

	Liana clicked her tongue sympathetically while Felix untied the rope that kept his leg attached to the desk—a precaution that would result in another embarrassing moment to include in the book, but he’d rather trip and fall flat on his face if his unconscious body decided to wander than everyone know the truth.

	Though, nowadays, he had another reason to keep himself weighted down in his sleep.

	“By the way, did you hear? They’ve got a new name for our infamous celebrity!” Liana clapped her hands and slowly spread them to imitate one of those retro arched signs, and said in her best announcer voice, “The Campus Killer!”

	Voilà. Felix had no intention of handing his defenceless, unconscious backside to some rando whose definition of fun was playing doctor with a hammer.

	“You really need a new hobby.”

	“But we may have our own serial killer! How can that not be exciting?”

	“Why does everyone assume they’re committed by one person? And what part about having to remember to put mace in your bag is ‘exciting’? Did you not see the bodies on the web like the rest of us, or was Picasso’s Intestines à la Mode just not up to your standards?”

	“First of all, there was so much wrong with your last sentence I don’t even know where to begin. Secondly—” She waved to a cute guy, who she might not even have known, as he walked past the classroom’s windows, and whipped back around to finish her sentence, smacking Felix in the face with her hair. “—this place has been so dead it’s nice to finally have some action!”

	“I thought, hang on…” Felix pointed at a redhead passing the class windows. “I thought he was your action. And her. And him. And—”

	She slapped his pointer out of the air.

	“Since when did blood and gore replace the warm, living bodies on your literal ‘to do’ list?” he asked.

	“They haven’t been replaced by gore, yuck.” She pretended to gag. “It’s the same thing over and over with them. Flowers, woo the girl, kiss by the lockers, sex. It gets repetitive. But killers? And serial killers? You never know what they’re going to do next!”

	“Murder. It’s going to be murder, next.”

	“Is she still going on about dead people?” said a pleasing voice by Felix’s shoulder.

	It belonged to a young man whose chestnut brown hair, accentuated by thin blonde highlights, seemed to glow in the classroom’s soft lighting. It looked more appealing than Felix’s hair, which was dull, overgrown, and always tied back so he wouldn’t accidentally eat it.

	“Hi, Nikolai.” Felix’s quiet greeting was drowned out by Liana’s wave of complaints.

	“Not dead people! Murderers! Honestly, I thought you knew me. By the way, did you hear that he has a name?”

	“The Campus Killer, I heard,” Nikolai said, giving Felix an amused smile that brought a twinkle to his warm brown eyes.

	Nikolai pushed a few desks out of the way to fit his long limbs in the space provided. His height wasn’t burdensome to his everyday life, and his stride was no more or less awkward for being gifted a couple extra inches than everyone else. Oh, no. If anything, when he finally settled in and stretched with a happy hum at the pops and cracks in all the right places, he made sitting in a plastic chair look luxurious. Leaning back with his legs crossed, supporting himself with one elbow over the back of the chair, Nikolai could look no more like a king if he wore a crown.

	Maybe Felix could steal one from the theatre department…

	“If we have one more body, he’ll be classified as a serial killer!” Liana said, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically.

	“Why can’t it be a girl?” Nikolai teased.

	“Considering how both victims were men, that’s a good possibility.”

	More classmates had entered while Felix was dozing, all of their heads bowed in hushed conversations.

	A group of guys near the back leaned against the wall, laughing. One pointed to some girls in the front and twisted closer to his friend, who sat on a desk, to exaggerate a mocking whisper in his ear. The group cackled. Encouraged, the two boys pretended to faint and catch the other.

	Felix’s phone buzzed in his sweater pocket. He didn’t have to look to know who it was.

	“Parents?” Nikolai leaned over to fish it out of Felix’s pocket. His long-sleeved shirt twisted against his forearm, hinting at the strength that hid under his deceptively thin body.

	“I bet you five bucks it is,” Liana said.

	“Not a bet I’m taking. I know it is. Our crazy parents are blowing up all our phones. I’m surprised they haven’t contacted the board of directors.”

	“Oh, they have,” muttered Felix, snatching back the phone. “The school almost shut down all the extracurricular activities and clubs because of it. Students have started emailing as well.”

	“That’s why Coach was so tense?” marvelled Liana.

	Nikolai gave her a look. “Yes. Your coach was ‘tense’ and stopped the late-night training hours because two people are dead. Why else?”

	She shrugged. “We have a volley tournament in two days.”

	Felix snickered and checked his messages:

	Hello, Felix! It’s Dad! Just checking in to see if everything is going well with school and your friends! We know that in times of stress people tend to drink and take comfort in each other any way they can. Forgetting everything else is only natural.

	Lord knows your mother and I turned to each other many nights, but you need to make sure that you’re taking precautions. Are you and your friends being safe?

	Felix choked on his spit.

	“Whoa, there!” Nikolai smacked him between the shoulder blades, eyeing the blush creeping up his neck. “What’d they say?”

	“They think—we—polyamorous—sex!—together—holy—”

	Liana barked a laugh and dove for his phone. Felix scrambled to type before she could get her grubby paws on the keyboard and make it worse: DAD, NO! Yes we’re being safe! but no! not with each other! There’s nothing between us! No being safe at all!

	Liana snatched the phone and read the texts. She cackled and shoved it in Nikolai’s confused face. The horror crawling up his gut was only made worse when Nikolai smirked and sent him an exaggerated wink.

	There was a buzz and Liana knelt on the desk out of Felix’s reach so she and Nikolai could read the new text first. Whatever it said was worse. So much worse. Liana burst into giggles and Nikolai, well, he tried to hide his laughter. He really did.

	As she handed Felix his ticket to Hell, Liana said, “As always, I love your mother.”

	Uh-oh.

	SAFE FROM DEATH, CHILD. SAFE. FROM. DEATH. GET YOUR HEAD OUT OF THE GUTTER! YOUR FATHER AND I WANT TO KNOW IF YOU’RE LOCKING THE DOORS AND BUYING TASER GUNS.

	Felix wanted to crawl under the desk and never come out.

	DID NOT CARRY YOU FOR NINE MONTHS AND RAISE YOU WITH LOVE AND CARE FOR YOU TO MEET OUR MAKER IN SOME BACK ALLEY WITH YOUR PANTS AROUND YOUR ANKLES!

	TASERS.

	I am buying you taser guns and using them ON YOU if that’s what it takes for you to understand your situation! How could you be thinking of SEX with that sociopath on the loose?

	“By the way, she means psychopath,” Liana said, grinning. “Fun fact, sociopaths are less likely to kill. Not that all psychopaths are serial killers either. That’s the media you’ve consumed talking.”

	“I’ll be sure to tell her that at the next family dinner,” Felix muttered. He sent back a quick apology text and decided it was best to shut his phone off before she called. He shoved it into his binder and hid his heating face in his arms.

	If someone looked up “tough love” in the dictionary, they’d get a picture of his mother. If he wanted to complain about a minor scrape or sneak an extra ice cream cone in before bed, he’d go to Dad. Dad was the more sentimental one. He cooed the best. That didn’t mean Mom didn’t love him. It just meant he got… those kinds of text messages.

	“There you are, Felix! You fucking mouse, you were hunkered so much I couldn’t see you!” cut in a taunting, grating voice from the back.

	It was Michael, one of Emilio’s goons. Emilio was a fellow Photojournalism student who thought Felix was delightful. An absolute hoot to pick on.

	Felix tried to ignore him, even as the gaggle of boys at the back showed off their innumerable braincells by attempting to mimic mice scrounging for cheese crumbs, which was about as impressive as one would expect, and parroted each other’s squawking laughter. If he didn’t respond for long enough, they’d find a fire hydrant somewhere to bark at.

	“Were you having a wittle nap because you spent all night editing photos that’ll never get higher marks than Emilio? Oh wait, or were you crying all night because you miss Trevor so much? You two had such a special bond.”

	Ah, yes. The second victim. Trevor.

	Trevor had liked to remind everyone he had been the star of his high school football team, as if that mattered in college. He had been one of the top business and finance students, a wizard with numbers, the brains and the brawn, the whole package! His most impressive attribute, however, had been his gift for assholery.

	Students glanced at Felix and murmured confidence-boosting things like, “That’s the weirdo who Trevor used for target practice, didn’t he get his tongue stuck to a frozen pole?” and “I still don’t get why Nikolai tolerates him,” to each other.

	Trevor and Emilio hadn’t been pals, but they hadn’t been enemies. As long as one stayed in his business and finance territory and the other in the arts, they’d had no problem with each other. They’d only worried about stepping on Rhett’s toes. That guy had ruled the school. Compared to Rhett, guys like Emilio and Trevor were nothing but betas. Wannabees. Rhett could mess with anybody, on anybody’s territory, free of charge.

	Then Rhett had become this killer’s first taste of a whole new world. Like a sample platter at a restaurant.

	The hierarchy had crumbled. Now, with Trevor dead, it was open season for Emilio and his underlings.

	Felix could never find any real reason for being part of one of the many targets. Perhaps he had “Loser” written on his forehead with an invisible marker. Or he had a strand of loose hair that acted as an antenna, calling all jerks to his vicinity.

	“Have some respect, will you?” a student by the window shouted. “A guy is dead!”

	A girl in the front scoffed. “Not exactly a loss to the societal gene pool…”

	Michael just laughed. “Felix, you should be counting your lucky stars! Weren’t you going to test the limits of the human body with him? I think we should complete his research. Y’know, in his honour.”

	Liana glowered. “You’re testing the limits of my patience right now.”

	Michael wasn’t even bothered by Nikolai’s icy glare. He rose and extended his arms with a wide grin. “No, really! It would be a wonderful experiment! I tell you what, why don’t we tie a rope around your waist and hang you out the window to see how long you can hold on?”

	Felix was about to retaliate when Nikolai and Liana jumped to their feet. The only thing that saved Michael was the professor who walked in and paused, examining the whiteboard.

	The professor made a face. “Oh, what is that? Algebra? Someone erase it before I puke.”

	 

	[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

	 

	After class, Felix booked it out of the building so fast his friends had to jog to keep up. Partially to lure them away from any more fights Michael would pick—he wasn’t worth the trouble—but also because he would begin to wither if he didn’t get dinner in the next five minutes.

	With Liana’s gag-worthy flirting distraction, they snuck takeout into the library and spent the evening attempting to be productive members of society. Key word: attempted.

	Contrary to what he’d expected, he managed to finish some assignments despite the banter and the good-natured teasing. It wasn’t his best work, but it would get him a passing grade and that was all he could ask for. He bid the others goodnight around eleven and walked back to his dorms to submit some projects online, and, for once, on time.

	The moment he stepped outside and heard the crunch of loose rocks under his foot, he knew something was amiss. The usual nighttime hustle and bustle of students rushing to finish assignments at the last minute or to catch the library before it closed, or even the nighttime partiers getting together, were gone, replaced by a silence so tense that Felix almost expected it to snap at any moment and to hear somebody screaming for their life.

	For a place where no cars waited on the side of the road, where not even a squirrel wrestled with the flimsy branches of a tree, Felix had the distinct impression of being watched.

	Don’t be silly, he chided himself, you’re just paranoid.

	But was he? The hair rising on the back of his neck told him something different. He could have sworn he heard the soft thumps of feet behind him.

	“No need to panic,” he said to himself. “It’s so quiet that your footsteps are echoing. That’s all.”

	He paused and listened. The second pair of feet stopped. A chill gripped his heart. He began walking again. The feet followed.

	Felix spun around to catch his pursuer off-guard, a shout rising from his lungs. All he saw was the rustling leaves.

	Maybe walking home alone hadn’t been such a smart idea.

	“As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, you bet your ass I feel fear,” Felix grumbled to himself, clutching the camera around his neck. He resumed walking.

	The dorms were just up ahead. Felix picked up the pace. He ignored the whispers taunting his ears. 

	It’s just the wind, he told himself, it’s just the whistle of the wind.

	A shadow crept up on him as he passed a streetlamp. Spindly claws reached for him.

	Faster. There was someone there. He had to be faster.

	The footsteps grew louder, closer.

	He could see the building doors. He was almost there!

	Crunch!

	Felix jumped and tripped over the stairs, tumbling to the cement in a graceless pile of limbs. He curled up on the steps and tossed up his hands to protect himself from the oncoming attack.

	Only the stars stared back. They twinkled as if laughing at his foolishness. He glanced at the leaves stuck to his clumsy feet. He’d scared himself. Wow, he needed to pull himself together. At least nobody saw that spectacle.

	He cast one last glance at the tree’s eerie shadows waving at him, and the wind that whispered for his return. He hurried inside.

	It wasn’t a grand place, no shining décor to welcome him or lavish rugs to warm his feet like in the movies. The first thing to see upon entering the honeycomb-shaped lobby was the unusable elevator on the back wall, sectioned off with pylons and caution tape. Perfect first impression.

	Then there was the empty security station, reminding him more of a serving hatch than a beacon of safety, doorways everywhere leading into a labyrinth of halls and staircases, and the small, dirty glass cabinets with outdated trophies. No doubt plastic. The most exciting part was the bonsai tree by the exit.

	Felix was one of the fortunate souls to reside on the ground floor. Ever since the elevators had been closed off, he and the rest of the students living on the ground floor were the subjects of many envious and sour looks. The worst were those carrying grocery bags. Felix thought they might actually throttle him.

	However, walking past the bright yellow caution tape X and the ghost of handprints, he thought those living far away from the elevator had gotten a much better deal. He could still see the elevator doors close, then hit an obstruction and open again. Close, and open. Each time with a small squelch. The smell of rotting meat still lingered.

	He unlocked his room and stepped inside, shivering at a breeze. Home sweet home. He took off his shoes and locked the door behind him.

	It was a quaint little space, shaped like a large upside-down L. It had a tiny bathroom with a toilet, shower cubicle, and sink on the right of the entrance, and a microwave and toaster oven sitting on counters directly to the left of the entrance, sandwiched by cupboards above and below. Next to the makeshift kitchen was a wardrobe for his clothes, a work desk underneath a large open window, and a bed shoved into the nook on the far right of the L for privacy. He placed his camera on the counter.

	Of course, he’d personalized the space. The room was filled with candid photos of friends and family strung up like fairy lights from wall to wall. The corners were cluttered with tripods and camera boxes and stacks of books on crates. He could pick up a new film roll or a box of lenses anywhere, find them stashed between piles of laundry, under his bed, behind the cereal boxes in the cupboards, atop the mirror in the bathroom—he had gotten quite creative with his lack of storage space. Anyone else might say it was chaos, but it was his organized chaos. He knew where everything was.

	Which meant he knew right away that window was supposed to be locked. He locked everything. All the time. Even before the murders happened. Felix had grown up locking doors behind him so he wouldn’t sleepwalk off a balcony. It was the reason he was living on the ground floor, after all. The only way the window would be open was if someone had come in uninvited…

	Felix tiptoed over and slowly turned the latch. It made a sharp click! in the still quiet.

	Had a custodian come in to clean the windows and left, forgetting to lock up after himself? No, whatever messes college students made in the dorms were their own problem. Plus, the door had been locked. If the custodian had remembered the door, he would have remembered the window, especially nowadays.

	He rubbed the wristbands and hair ties around his wrists and turned in a circle to inspect his room. No clothes piles disturbed or tripod shifted. He eyed the expensive cameras and photography equipment, things that would rack up a shiny price if you knew where to sell them. All there. He looked at his knife block. Not all there.

	That didn’t add up.

	He had read enough Sherlock to know you didn’t break into somebody’s home and leave without their valuables. Or leave your exit wide open for anyone to see. It tipped them off. Let them know that you knew the halls had cameras, but the windows didn’t. The only reason someone would leave your exit open was if—Felix’s eyes landed on the closed bathroom door—his breath hitched—if they’d never left.

	Felix padded to the knife block and grasped a handle with shaking hands. He tried to listen for the intruder, but the rush of blood in his ears made it difficult to hear anything. He crept towards the bathroom, all too aware of the soft creaking his feet made on the wood flooring.

	The thought that he should run straight out the front door and get help vaguely passed by, but it vanished when he wrapped his sweaty palm around the doorknob. The cold metal shocked his skin, raising goosebumps up his arm like scuttling spiders.

	Should he open it slowly in case there really was someone there? No, if someone was breathing just beyond that door, then he should push it open fast while the element of surprise was still his to wield.

	Felix sucked in a sharp breath, steeled his nerves, and shoved open the door. A looming figure in the dark dove down, reaching for his neck. Felix shrieked and slashed the knife. It sliced air. He’d missed!

	He slapped the light switch and raised the blade to defend himself against—his reflection. In the mirror.

	His legs wobbled. He leaned against the wall before they gave out. He was safe. Nobody was there. He took a deep, shaking breath that bordered on a hysterical sob. He’d probably just forgotten to latch the window this morning, seeing as he hadn’t even had time for a shower before getting to his first class.

	Felix’s stomach dropped to his knees.

	The shower.

	He whipped around and that time he did fall over, hands slapped against his mouth to muffle a shrill cry of horror.

	Dried, watered-down blood tinted the cream floor tiles pink. Various clothing items lay in lumps, torn and suspiciously blotchy: a sweatshirt with his college’s name and logo, Trevor’s college ID sticking out of the pocket; a t-shirt with streaked handprints; and a black sock with the heel ripped open. All of it, tossed around a once-orange towel that blocked the drain, having soaked up the pool of blood instead of letting it wash away and dry.

	Felix scrambled out of there as fast as he could and backed into his kitchen cupboards.

	Oh, no. No, no, no.

	This was so very bad.

	He swallowed back the rising bile in his throat. Those clothes. That was evidence. In his shower. He had evidence in his shower!

	He needed to tell someone. Felix fell to his knees, barely registering the sparks of pain, and threw open his backpack in such a hurry he nearly pitched his phone across the room. His clammy hands fumbled it onto the floor. It landed by his foot with a clatter. His fingers froze over the lit-up keypad.

	Who should he call? The police? What if they thought he was to blame? It was no secret around campus that Trevor had it in for him. It wouldn’t exactly look good if he rang up the police and told them he’d found his recently murdered bully’s sweatshirt in his shower.

	Not the police, then.

	But he couldn’t keep this a secret for long. He couldn’t call his parents. They would notify the cops whether he asked for it or not. What about his friends? That would implicate them as accomplices. What should he do? Destroy the evidence? And how? Wash the blood off? Burn it? It had stained the tiles!

	“Hey, Felix, what’s up?” His shoe was talking to him. “Hello? Felix?”

	It took him a solid five seconds to realize he’d somehow pressed speed dial with his toes.

	“Did you just butt-dial me?” Nikolai sighed.

	The sound broke his stupor. Screw implicating accomplices. He needed help. He raced to speak before Nikolai hung up, but his voice caught in his throat and everything tumbled out as panicked garbled nonsense.

	Nikolai’s laugh didn’t calm him as it usually did. “Am I supposed to guess what you’re eating? Hang on, I’ll put you on speaker. Hey, Liana! Felix has a game to play that’ll gross you out!”

	All he managed to do was croak, “Blood.”

	A pause.

	Liana’s muffled voice came through the receiver. “What?”

	“Shower. Blood. Trevor.”

	There was a rustling that he assumed was Liana taking the phone from Nikolai and walking a few steps away, turning off speakerphone. “Are you asleep?” she whispered.

	He glanced at the open bathroom door, whimpering. “No.”

	“Felix. Can you hear me?” Nikolai’s voice got louder, like he’d pressed the speaker button again. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

	“Help,” he whispered.

	He could almost hear their spines going rigid. Nikolai’s voice was calm and collected through the receiver, something Felix would be grateful for later, as he was one notch from hysterics. “Where are you?”

	“Home.”

	“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

	He could vaguely hear them telling each other to gather their bags.

	“Nuh-no—I’m fine. I’m—there’s…” The circles of different wood textures that made up the bathroom door stared back at him, wide-open mouths screaming. “Blood.”

	Nikolai said, “Stay where you are, wait for us. Do you hear me? We’re coming to get you. I’m coming.”



	

	Body on Campus Identified as Student, Killer at Large

	His friends all but kicked the door down. Felix had had just enough time to unlock it and hop on the counter before it slammed open and almost dented the wall. Both of them looked ready for a fight but one look at Felix hugging his knees on the counter swept the violence away. Liana gathered him into a hug and let him bury a relieved sob in her hair.

	“Thank God you’re okay,” she whispered.

	“What happened? Where’s the blood?” Nikolai asked, frowning at the lack of wounds on Felix’s person.

	Felix pointed to the bathroom. They glanced at the open door, at each other, and cautiously stepped towards it. They turned to the shower and their expressions morphed into a mixture of horror and disgust.

	“I see the cause for concern,” whispered Liana.

	They walked out of the bathroom. Then paused. They ducked their heads back in just to make sure, just to check, that they hadn’t had a group hallucination. Nope. The evidence was still there. Nikolai walked back to Felix and braced himself against the counter. Silence descended upon them.

	Finally, Nikolai pulled himself together enough to begin asking questions. “Are they yours?”

	He shook his head.

	“You mentioned Trevor over the phone. Do you think, maybe, the sweatshirt’s his?”

	Liana answered from the bathroom doorway. “Seeing how I’m staring at the guy’s ID, I’m gonna go with yes.”

	“Wasn’t the first victim missing his shoes?” Nikolai said quietly, sounding like he wanted nothing more than to be wrong.

	“Yep. And his sock, too.”

	“Missing items from the crime scenes… How did they get here?”

	Felix motioned towards the window. “When I came back the door was locked, but the window wasn’t. And I always lock the window.”

	“Then…”

	A frantic laugh bubbled from Felix’s chest. “Does it matter, how? There’s nothing we could say that would convince anyone that I didn’t do it. As soon as this gets out, everyone will blame me!”

	“They won’t blame you, no one liked Trevor or Rhett,” Nikolai assured, though not well enough to hide the fearful trembling undertone, and that sent Felix’s fragile control spiralling.

	“He terrorized me, Nikolai! I’m such an easy target that he picked on me all the time! No sane person will believe that a murderer waltzed in here and bestowed bloody tokens upon my shower. It’s not like the cops will do a thorough search to prove my innocence, they’re as anxious as anyone else out there to put this case to rest!”

	Nikolai’s knuckles whitened against the counter. “It’ll be fine. We can deal with this. We’ll just—”

	“It’s not fine. Someone’s framing me!”

	“You don’t know that!”

	Liana’s deadpan voice cut through like a knife. “Hide everything.”

	“What?” Felix croaked.

	Under the dim bathroom light, she appeared relaxed, as if the answer was easy and they were stupid for not realizing it. But the shadows accentuated the steely look in her eyes. “The evidence. Hide it all. Now.”

	A shiver rolled down his spine.

	“How?” asked Nikolai, baffled.

	“You, put the clothes in the sink. Scrub that shower to within an inch of its life with soap and cold water. If you use hot, it’ll just set the blood. I’m going to take out the batteries of the fire alarms in here and in the hallway, and then I’ll find a lighter and a metal garbage bin. Felix? Search the dorm from top to bottom in case there’s anything else stashed and find me a hiding spot for Trevor’s ID.”

	It was like she was back in the courtyard: calm, focused and empowered by cool self-confidence that made everyone else feel like they’d be an idiot to not listen.

	“How do you know hot water sets blood?” asked Nikolai, a little green.

	“Everyone knows people with uteruses perform monthly sacrifices to the gods. Now, get moving.”

	They worked fast. Nikolai rolled up his sleeves, snapped on a pair of rubber gloves, and began moving clothes. By the time Liana came back with a box of matches and a metal bin, which she stole from the janitor’s closet, he was two inches in bloody foam.

	“Where’d you get the matches?” he asked when she walked in.

	“Smoker a floor up,” she said, taking apart Felix’s fire alarm.

	“And he just gave them to you?” Felix asked. “They normally don’t give those up for anything.”

	She smirked. “I may have told him the girls’ volleyball team are doing a secret risqué calendar photo shoot and we needed the light for ambiance.”

	She pointed out that the hall’s smoke alarm was installed in front of the security camera; if they took it down, people would see and be suspicious, so she gathered all of Felix’s towels and blocked every crevice in the front door instead to keep the smoke from seeping out of the room.

	She then tossed all the evidence into the metal bin and pulled a half-empty bottle of mouthwash—actually vodka—from Felix’s bathroom cabinet. She took a swig, sprinkled some on the clothes and, with the window wide open, struck a match and dropped it inside.

	Felix couldn’t find anything else hidden in his room, thankfully. Since he couldn’t stomach dealing with all the blood in the bathroom, he relieved Liana of her duty directing the smoke out the window so she could help Nikolai instead. When they were finished, they all sat on Felix’s bed, staring at the scraps in the metal bin. They’d melted the plastic ID card to make it unrecognizable and hid it behind his wardrobe. Now, all they could do was hope.

	“Why would anyone frame you?” Liana asked, rubbing her face. She was hugging one of the throw pillows she’d gifted him on his birthday—a pillow of Nicolas Cage’s screaming face photoshopped onto the head of a woman from a movie about to be murdered in the shower. Looking at it now, he wished she’d turn it around.

	“I guess I’m just lucky,” he mumbled.

	“Maybe it’s not a frame-job?” Nikolai said, staring at his shoes with his knuckles pressed to his mouth. When they gave him a look he raised his hands in self-defence. “I’m just saying! We haven’t thought of all the possibilities!”

	“Which are what?” Liana prompted. “That this is the worst prank in history? A warning? A symbol of affection?”

	“I don’t know… Whatever. You’re right.” He threw Felix’s comforter over his shoulders and rose to double-check all the locks. Some of the warmth left with him.

	Liana rubbed the goosebumps from her arms. “That—this—is freaky. The fact that you were picked randomly just makes it scarier.”

	“What do I do? Continue on as normal?” Felix said. It seemed ridiculous to even think about walking the halls with this brewing under his skin.

	“You have to, to avoid suspicion. If anyone else finds out…” Nikolai shuddered.

	“I’d be arrested. Or killed.”

	“That, or you’d be getting them killed,” Liana said. It was her turn to get the Dude, not helping look. “I’m serious. Think of literally any slasher fiction. Or, heck, real life murderers! Anyone who finds out something the killer doesn’t want known yet gets knifed.”

	“That’s gonna help me sleep tonight,” Nikolai muttered.

	Nobody was safe, not the sweet guidance counsellor, not his professors, not the students down the hall. Nobody could get wind that anything was wrong.

	“I feel sick.” Nikolai looked nowhere near ready to step foot back in that bathroom, even if he needed to vomit.

	“You know what we need?” Liana jumped off the bed and opened up all of Felix’s cupboards until she found what she was looking for: cupcake mix and hot chocolate powder. “A party! I’m scared, and you both look like you’re about to throw up your intestines. Let’s just hole up together to make each other feel safe!”

	“Deal,” burped Nikolai, holding his stomach. “But we’re using water for the hot chocolate instead of alcohol this time.”

	They both looked at Felix with wide, hopeful eyes. This scared them as much as it did him, but they didn’t run away. A surge of warmth loosened the cramp in his stomach.

	“Deal.”

	Liana did a terrific job getting everyone’s minds out of the darkness. They ended up making an absolute mess attempting to bake cupcakes. Nikolai whisked the mixture in a frying pan with a fork, dared Felix to lay on the floor with his mouth open to catch what mixture didn’t land in the three hefty pottery mugs, and stood by the toaster oven hoping the mugs wouldn’t explode. They watched old comedy shows, poked fun, and didn’t go anywhere near the bathroom.

	Halfway through their night, someone’s phone rang. The melodic yet annoyingly chirpy tune made the three freeze in their seats. They looked at the forgotten mobiles on the floor, drifted to the one that vibrated against the wood. The sound grated on Felix’s eardrums.

	Bzzzt.

	Bzz—

	“It’s not like it’s going to be the cops,” said Liana, forcing a laugh.

	“Of course not,” Felix chuckled. “It’s not like they could know what we did!”

	They all ignored how his voice warbled.

	Bzzzt.

	“Is that your phone, Nikolai?” Felix asked.

	Nikolai shrugged, perfectly content with letting it go to voicemail.

	“I think it is,” Liana decided, and promptly kicked Nikolai off the bed.

	He squawked, landed with a thump, and scrambled to his feet as if a monster would pull him under the bed. Nobody laughed.

	His dancer’s feet barely made the floor creak. Felix and Liana held their breath, though he didn’t know why. 

	Bzzzt.

	Bzzzt.

	Nikolai knelt. His hand hesitated over his phone.

	“It can’t be the killer. Can it? Like in the movies?” Liana whispered. “‘What’s your name? I want to know who I’m looking at.’”

	Nikolai shot her a glare.

	“Sorry.”

	When he picked it up the tension released from his back, and an annoyed twitch set in. “It’s my parents.”

	Felix and Liana sighed and slumped against each other.

	“Give me a minute.” He walked into the hall.

	They turned the comedy show back on, but Felix’s attention wasn’t on it anymore. Nikolai never got on with his parents, and none of them were in the right headspace for a toxic argument with a relative. Felix’s mother might be a bit rough around the edges but compared to the little he’d heard about Nikolai’s parents, she was Mary Poppins.

	He excused himself to get more hot chocolate and listened in through the mostly closed door. If it got too bad, he’d interrupt and hang up for him. Nikolai would probably be thankful for the getaway.

	He could vaguely hear angry foreign snippets and heavy accents from Nikolai’s parents. Nikolai was unwavering in his English responses, refusing to utter a single word in what Felix assumed was his mother tongue.

	“Home! Now!” growled a deep voice between bouts of another language. Felix assumed it was his father.

	“There are vowels in my fridge. Would you like me to fetch them for you?” Nikolai said, not a hint of an accent in his voice.

	Cue the harsh train of the foreign language. Nikolai sighed. He pressed mute. Scratched his head. Yawned. When he unmuted, his father spat, “There is murderer!”

	“Oh, now you care?”

	“Wot’s that supposed to mean?”

	“I thought I wasn’t your son anymore?”

	Felix’s heart seized. He knew it was bad
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