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Chapter One
The Tingle

It all began as a slight prickling sensation on the back of the
neck. Initially nothing more than an annoying but easily ignorable itch, the sensation
eventually began to migrate down the spine and radiate outwards through the
nervous system, as if a freak wave of static electricity was commanding each
hair follicle it passed to stand on end.

Warning! Be alert!

Instinctually aware of the deeper, primal meaning behind the
telltale tingle, an icy chill raced through Myka’s veins and an oppressive
heaviness settled against her chest, making it difficult to breathe and draw crucial
oxygen into her lungs.

Someone is watching you, Myka. Someone nearby.

The eighteen-year-old college junior cautiously shifted her
focus upwards from the impossibly cute baby skunk video playing on her phone. As
the grimy Blue Line subway rattled and shook its way along a poorly maintained
subterranean track, cold LED lights flickering and plastic grab handles gently swaying,
Myka clandestinely scanned the male passengers seated nearby, one-by-one and
without turning her head.

Partly due to the blighted inner city neighborhood and
partly since it was after eleven o’clock at night, this particular train contained
a rather eclectic sampling of humanity.

To the left, an older gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair
and greasy-looking skin. He was wearing a wrinkled drab grey suit with shiny
black loafers, and clutching a thick leather briefcase on his lap. He appeared
to be half-asleep after what must’ve been a long day of boring office work, but
when his head abruptly lolled to the side, Myka realized he was fully asleep.

Or, perhaps dead. Either way, couldn’t be him.

To the right, two teenage boys, obviously friends and also
obviously high on something that probably wasn’t legal. Both wore ratty rock
band T-shirts with faded blue jeans that looked torn from actual abuse, rather
than artificial store-purchased chic grunge. Despite being prime candidates for
inappropriate staring, they both seemed more interested in whispering to and
elbowing each other as they fiddled with something amusing on their phones,
than paying any attention to their fellow passengers.

The longer she observed, the less likely it felt like them.

Further along, a middle-aged black man – quite handsome and well
dressed – in the midst of a semi-hushed argument with a similarly aged and
strikingly beautiful black woman. He was clearly too preoccupied with the ill-advised
goal of stubbornly trying to prove his point over the woman’s palpable disagreement,
to be paying attention to Myka.

So who else could it be?

Myka began to consider passengers further down the car. The elderly
couple in dated tweed and polyester, he with both hands clasped awkwardly on legs,
and she nervously gripping a large purple purse. Tourists, perhaps? The
homeless-looking guy nursing a crumpled brown paper bag in the suspicious shape
of a whiskey bottle. Or, maybe the haggard thirty-something man in a Kinko’s
uniform with oversized headphones, rhythmically bobbing his head to some unknown
tune.

None of these people felt right. With Myka’s prickling
sensation continuing to intensify, without conscious thought her eyes drifted to
the teenage girl sprawled directly across from her seat.

Looking up at the girl’s face, their pupils unexpectedly
locked. The dark brown-haired, blue-eyed, and pale-skinned teenager smirked most
disturbingly at Myka, and then playfully bounced her well-tweezed eyebrows...
as if to say, “I know something you don’t.”

Instantly embarrassed, Myka panicked at the social faux
pas and her eyes shot back down to the phone in her lap – as if she could simply
pretend that she hadn’t just made obvious eye contact with a complete stranger in
close quarters.

What the fricking hell! she thought to herself with equal
parts frustration and confusion. Seriously – that’s who was staring
at me? A girl? And the bigger question – why?

Myka waited thirty torturous seconds before daring to take
another peek at the stranger.

Who, it turns out, was still staring in her direction. Myka immediately
returned focus to the now blank phone screen in her lap, dearly wishing that last
fleeting moment of eye contact had never happened. Shivering with nerves, Myka wanted
nothing more than to melt into her plastic seat and disappear from view!

This is just creepy, she thought to herself anxiously,
chewing on the inside of a cheek. She’s my age, and freaking pretty, too – so
why the hell is she staring?

Tight black stonewashed jeans. Midriff-bearing black printed
T-shirt that screamed “Hot Topic”. Nose stud, half a dozen piercings in each
ear, and a sparkly gold naval piercing. Overall rather worldly looking, with a
couple well-done tattoos just visible on her arms and upper chest. Trim figure
and likely taller than her, but with quite large breasts and shapely legs.

Myka couldn’t get over how peculiar this whole situation was,
since girls don’t typically stare. Pretty girls especially don’t stare
at other girls on the subway... unless they had a problem with them.

An especially worrisome thought that prompted fresh anxieties.
Did Myka accidentally do something to tick off the girl? These days, practically
anything could be an offence. Did she bump into her on the platform? Take her
favorite seat? Look at her the wrong way?

Without latching onto a satisfying answer, her brain began
to cycle through even more outlandish scenarios.

Perhaps the girl was a spotter for an international gang of professional
muggers. They’d follow her off the train, wait for her to be isolated, then
attack and steal all her shit. Or, maybe she’d been mistaken for some slut who
was cheating on the other girl’s boyfriend, and now the girl was going to pick
her moment to march up and stab Myka in a jealous rage. Or, it could be the
girl was a deranged sociopath who wanted to torture Myka simply for the hell of
it. Because... people do that sort of thing!

Regardless, she figured the best course of action was to keep
to herself and not make further eye contact, no matter how tempting it might be.
If you don’t look at someone, then they have no reason to serial kill you!

Following a loud burst of static on the overhead speakers that
almost made Myka jump out of her skin, a raspy and barely intelligible voice
announced the upcoming stop. As the subway pulled into the station and slowed with
an ear-piercing squeal of brakes, Myka prayed the girl would disembark and this
unpleasantness would be over.

No such luck.

Shortly after the doors closed and the train began to accelerate
back to speed, Myka stood up with her school backpack and casually made her way
over to the other end of the car, choosing a free seat near the exit, as if her
stop was up next.

She was briefly hopeful that her plan to create some separation
had worked – but less than a minute later, the mystery girl got up, made her
way towards the same exit, and took the seat directly opposite Myka.

Shit!

Experiencing an unpleasant mix of anxiety, fear, and aggravation,
Myka’s heart thumped loudly in her ears and her palms grew damp and clammy.

This isn’t right. People shouldn’t do this kinda thing to
other people. What the hell is this girl’s problem anyways?

When the other girl began whistling a cheerful little tune, almost
like she was mocking her victim’s discomfort, Myka finally had enough of the mental
torment. Placing her phone on an adjacent seat with a dramatic sigh, she raised
her head and bravely – if foolishly – locked eyes with the total stranger.

“Hey, there,” she said in voice wavering far more than Myka would’ve
liked. “Can I, like, help you with something?”

The other girl smiled back softly and batted long eyelashes over
her striking blue eyes. “Hey. You don’t remember me... do you?”

The response took Myka by surprise, and she recoiled for a
second and shook her head. “Uh, remember you? I swear I’ve never met you before
in my life!”

“Think harder, Myka.”

Myka’s heart literally skipped a beat. “How... how did you
know my name?”

“Just think back,” coaxed the girl softly. “Seventh grade.
Mr. Levy’s class.”

Now that was definitely creepy. Myka did have Mr.
Levy for grade seven, and she squinted as she tried to think back and recall
her fellow classmates. “Um, well, there were a lot of girls in that class...
and I kinda kept to myself.”

“Yeah, but I sat right in front of you. My hair was like bright
red and curly back then – real Orphan Annie kinda stuff. Ringing any bells?”

“Not really...”

“We were assigned to do the science project together, but
then you got sick and I had to do it almost entirely on my own? We got a C and
you spazzed out and got sent to the principal’s office?”

A rush of mostly unpleasant grade school memories abruptly flooded
into Myka’s mind.

The fat loner redhead girl! Of course!

She was kind of weird and mousy, didn’t get along with
anyone, had less than zero sense of style, and was even more introverted than Myka
– to the point of practically not existing. Plus, she definitely had some sort
of cruel schoolyard nickname. What was it the other kids called her... Brandy?
Bertha? No, it was “big” something. Big Mac? Big Bird? That’s not right...
maybe it was—

“Holy shit! Biggie Brook!” she exclaimed with a huge grin of
remembrance.

The girl snorted and rolled her eyes. “Uh, yeah, Biggie
Brook... that’s me. Not exactly my most favorite childhood nickname, and
shockingly hard to shake. Although, I will say some were even less kind with
their terminology in high school.”

Myka immediately felt bad, and her face fell. “Oh my god –
I’m so sorry, Brook! That was incredibly rude of me. But holy fucking hell, just
look at you now – did you outgrow that horrid nickname or what!”

Brook smiled and gazed modestly downwards. “Yeah, well... that’s
all ancient history now, so don’t stress. And thanks for the compliment –
though I must say you also blossomed rather well.”

Myka blushed for a moment with uncharacteristic pride. But
then, she had a worrisome thought. “I, I... forgive me, Brook. But I wasn’t,
like... mean to you back then or something... was I?”

Brook shook her head. “No, no, Myka... you were one of the
only girls who wasn’t a total bitch. In fact, I don’t know if you remember, but
you even stood up for me in the locker room one day after gym class.”

A series of images and disjointed sounds flashed like a
fast-forwarding movie through Myka’s brain. “Holy shit, I do remember that!
That prissy bitch Kelly Atkins was making fun of you for not being able to do a
summersault in front of the class, and I told her to leave you the hell alone
because her own summersault sucked and made her look like a total retard.”

“Which went over super well. I seem to recall us both
having our clothes stuffed in the toilets, then we had to wear dirty lost-and-found
crap the rest of the day.”

Myka involuntarily shuddered. “Geez, I almost forgot that
part. Did you hear, though? Kelly got pregnant in tenth grade, and her super
religious folks were so embarrassed they moved to Arkansas or something. Maybe
it was Alaska.”

“What goes around comes around, huh? Karma is a bitch to
bitches...”

Smirking at Kelly’s misery, Myka almost immediately thought
better and tempered her inflamed emotions. “Ah, well... you know, I did hear
rumors that her home life wasn’t all that great. Alcoholic father or something.
In truth, I kinda feel sorry for Kelly. She was probably just acting out because
she didn’t have any control over things at home.”

Smiling warmly, Brook
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