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“Laurelsville is more than just a town I created; it's where my imagination finds its home. It’s a place where I walk the streets alongside my characters, share in their secrets, and watch their stories unfold. When the real world feels distant, Laurelsville is where I truly come alive. If one day I'm no longer here you know where to find me.”

-Matt Heart-
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Preface 
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Welcome to Cold Fever: Volume Two If you survived the first collection, congratulations...

I see you don’t scare so easily. But don’t get too comfortable. I’ve stitched together five more twisted tales to keep you awake at night.

Be careful when you wander down the hallway... shadows have a way of lurking just behind you. Listen closely to that creak beneath your bed — it may not be the wood settling. Or worse... maybe you’ll just be lying there, phone dying in your hand, forced to reach down for the charger. Annoyed, tired... unaware that something in the dark is already waiting for you. Watching. Smiling.

This volume promises the chills you’ve been looking for. But be warned, if you manage to crawl your way through this one... you’ll never make it out of  Cold Fever: Volume Three.

So... let’s begin the show. Grab your blanket, get comfortable, and settle in. Because once you’re in bed with these stories... 

you’ll never get out again.
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“It always amazed me as a child... how easily we trusted candy. Bright wrappers, colorful labels, sweet promises. We’d pop it into our mouths without ever asking what might really be inside.

We never thought about the ingredients... or the sinister little secrets hidden behind the smiling packaging. We just chewed, and chewed, and believed we were safe.

But sometimes, the sweetest treats carry the darkest curses. And sometimes... the bubbles we blow for fun... come back to blow our minds.”
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[image: ]


Kevin Craven’s World

––––––––
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Kevin Craven was the richest kid in Laurelsville, a small town just outside Cincinnati. It wasn’t hard to tell—he had all the newest gadgets, expensive clothes, and, of course, the brand-new supercar that he drove to Waters High School every day. His life looked perfect on the outside, but there was more to Kevin than people saw.

His mom had married his stepfather a few months ago. Dr. Garret Cush was a wealthy scientist, and though Kevin’s mom never said it outright, it was clear to Kevin that money had played a huge role in her decision. The Cravens weren’t rich before. His real dad had left when Kevin was little, and the struggle of making ends meet was something Kevin still remembered. That all changed when Dr. Cush came into their lives. The man was rich, smart, and well-known in certain circles, though what exactly he did was never entirely clear to Kevin.

Kevin didn’t like him much. It wasn’t that Dr. Cush was unkind. In fact, the man had given Kevin everything he could ever want—top-of-the-line gaming systems, trips, cars, whatever Kevin hinted at, Dr. Cush provided. But that was the problem. Kevin didn’t know anything about him, not really. They barely spoke, and when they did, it felt forced, awkward. His stepdad tried to be around, tried to engage, but Kevin kept him at arm’s length. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something off about him.

And there was that shed. The one thing Dr. Cush had ever been adamant about was that Kevin was never to go near the shed at the back of their massive property. It was where he conducted his “experiments,” and it was strictly off-limits. Kevin never questioned it, though the occasional curiosity flickered in the back of his mind.

On the surface, though, Kevin’s life was smooth sailing. His classmates at Waters High envied him. He was not only rich but also the star quarterback of the football team, a role that gave him popularity without even trying. It wasn’t uncommon for people to want to be near him, to be friends with him just because of who he was—or rather, who his stepfather was.

But Kevin never let that inflate his ego. He was mild-mannered, preferring to blend in despite all the attention. His best friend Drew was the exception to all the superficial friendships. They had been close since middle school, long before Dr. Cush came into the picture, and Drew was the one person who didn’t care about the money or the fame. Drew had always been a bit of a troublemaker, the type to push Kevin to do things outside his comfort zone, but Kevin appreciated that. Drew reminded him of a simpler time, when life wasn’t all about money or his stepdad’s success.

Tonight was no different from any other Friday night. Drew was staying over, and they were in the middle of a gaming marathon, racing cars and shooting down enemies on-screen like old times. The game room in Kevin’s house was like a mini arcade, stocked with everything they needed for a perfect night of gaming. The flashing lights of the screen lit up the room, but outside, the house felt unusually quiet.

Kevin couldn’t help but feel like something was missing. His mom was out for the evening, attending one of her fancy charity galas. Dr. Cush was, as usual, holed up in his shed, working late into the night. He always seemed to be working on something secretive, and it had been that way ever since he had moved in.

The house felt huge, almost too big for just the three of them, especially on nights like this when it seemed like everyone was in their own world. Kevin had grown used to the silence, though it sometimes felt a little too quiet. His mom was often busy with her new lifestyle, and Dr. Cush spent most of his time in that shed.

“So, Kev, you ever thought about what’s really going on in that shed of your stepdad’s?” Drew asked, his fingers flying over the buttons of the controller. He didn’t even look up as he spoke, but the question hung in the air.

Kevin shrugged, not really wanting to talk about it. “Not really. He’s a scientist. It’s probably just boring research stuff.”

Drew grinned. “Boring research that requires a locked shed and no visitors? Come on, man, you’ve got to admit it’s a little sketchy.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “He’s got rules, that’s all.”

“Whatever you say, Craven,” Drew said, his tone teasing. “But one of these days, you’re going to want to find out what’s really going on back there.”

Kevin didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. They’d had this conversation before, and it always ended the same way—with Drew speculating about the mysteries of Dr. Cush and Kevin brushing it off. But tonight, for some reason, Drew’s words stuck with him longer than usual.

Maybe it was because Kevin had started noticing things—little things that didn’t quite add up. Dr. Cush always seemed to be working late, but there were never any reports or breakthroughs in the news about his work. The shed was locked tight, with no windows to peek through, and every time Kevin asked a question, the answer was vague. It made him wonder what kind of scientist his stepfather really was.

Kevin didn’t like thinking too hard about it. His mom seemed happy, and their life was comfortable. That should have been enough. But sometimes, late at night, when he heard the faint noises from the shed, a small part of him couldn’t help but be curious.

But tonight wasn’t the night to dwell on that. Not yet.
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The Gum That Took Over
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Dr. Cush had built his entire fortune on a single invention: a bubble gum called Trance. It was everywhere. No matter what channel you flipped to, there was the same flashy commercial, complete with catchy jingles and kids blowing bubbles that filled the screen. It wasn’t just regular gum, though. There was something about Trance that made it different. People couldn’t stop chewing it.

At first, it seemed harmless. Another trendy snack, like so many others before it. But it didn’t take long before Kevin started to notice how hooked everyone in town had become. It was almost like nicotine—one piece wasn’t enough. Kids would be sitting in school, popping a piece into their mouths, and before the first had even dissolved, they were already reaching for another. Kevin couldn’t get away from it. He’d drive up to Waters High and see Trance wrappers littering the parking lot, spilling out of the trash cans, and blowing across the football field like some kind of weird, shiny confetti.

Kevin wasn’t one to chew gum. Neither was Drew. His mom didn’t seem interested in it either. But that didn’t matter because the rest of the town couldn’t get enough of Trance. The more people chewed, the more they bought, and the richer Dr. Cush became. Kevin couldn’t deny the perks. The toys, the trips, the luxury—it was all funded by the never-ending sales of his stepdad’s gum. And as much as Kevin didn’t really care for his stepdad, he couldn’t ignore the fact that Dr. Cush was responsible for the lifestyle he enjoyed.

Still, something about the whole thing didn’t sit right with Kevin. He couldn’t understand why it was so popular. Why was everyone so obsessed with it? He had asked Dr. Cush about it once, out of sheer curiosity. They had been sitting in the spacious living room, his stepdad lounging in one of his favorite armchairs, flipping through the TV channels.

“How’d you even come up with that gum?” Kevin had asked casually. “Like, what’s in it? Why do people like it so much?”

Dr. Cush hadn’t looked up from the TV. “It’s a formula I’ve been working on for years. People like it because it’s good.”

“Yeah, but it’s not just that,” Kevin pressed. “People are, like, addicted to it. It’s weird.”

Dr. Cush had chuckled, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Addicted? That’s a strong word. They just enjoy it, that’s all.”

Kevin hadn’t bought that explanation. “What’s in it, though? You’ve got to admit, it’s kind of crazy how everyone’s chewing it non-stop.”

Dr. Cush finally turned his attention to Kevin, but his face remained unreadable. “It’s gum, Kevin. People like gum. There’s nothing else to it.”

And that was that. Kevin had dropped the subject, but the vague response stayed with him. Dr. Cush was always vague when it came to his work, but this felt different. It wasn’t like he was trying to protect some kind of trade secret. It felt like there was something more—something Dr. Cush didn’t want him to know.

Now, as Kevin sat in the game room, waiting for Drew to return with a bag of chips from the kitchen, the thought crossed his mind again. How could a gum be this popular, this... addictive?

Kevin glanced out the window. The shed loomed at the far end of the yard, dark and silent. His stepdad was out there now, probably working late into the night, as usual. Kevin had learned not to ask too many questions about what went on inside that shed. But sometimes he wondered if the secret to Trance was hidden in there.

Maybe one day he’d find out. But not tonight.
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Strange Visitors
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That night, long after Kevin and Drew had fallen asleep, a sound woke Kevin. He groggily wiped the sleep from his eyes and glanced at the clock—it was after midnight. The noise wasn’t loud, but something about it felt... off. He got up quietly and walked to the window, pushing the curtains aside just enough to peek out.

His heart skipped a beat. There were three black vans, their windows tinted, slowly pulling into the driveway—backwards. Kevin squinted, trying to make out what was happening. The vans were headed toward the shed, as if making a delivery or... a pickup. His breath caught in his throat as he noticed the men. They were tall—far taller than any normal person—and they were dressed in all black, blending into the night. But their faces, illuminated briefly by the headlights, were pale. Almost unnaturally white.

From his vantage point, Kevin could see large black trash bags—body-shaped—being loaded into the back of the vans. His pulse quickened.

“What the hell is going on?” he muttered under his breath.

He turned quickly and shook Drew awake. “Dude, wake up. You need to see this.”

Drew groaned and rolled over, half-asleep. “What?”

“Just look,” Kevin whispered, pointing toward the window.

Drew stumbled out of bed, rubbing his eyes, and leaned over to see. His face quickly shifted from groggy to alert. “What the...?”

Kevin could tell Drew was as confused as he was. The two of them watched in silence as the tall figures finished loading the bags into the vans. Then, just as quietly as they’d arrived, the vans pulled out of the driveway and disappeared into the night.

“I told you something was fishy,” Drew whispered, his voice low but serious.

Kevin nodded, unable to shake the eerie feeling that had settled in his stomach. “Yeah...”

But neither of them said anything more. They crawled back into bed, the scene replaying in Kevin’s head as he tried—and failed—to fall back asleep.

––––––––
[image: ]


The next morning, the smell of pancakes greeted them as they groggily made their way downstairs. Kevin’s mom was busy in the kitchen, flipping pancakes and setting the table. Waffles, orange juice, eggs—it was a full spread. She smiled warmly at them.

“You boys hungry?” she asked, her voice as cheerful as ever.

Dr. Cush was already at the table, casually reading the morning paper. As Kevin and Drew sat down, Dr. Cush peered over the top of the paper, his eyes locking onto Kevin.

“That’s for you,” Dr. Cush said, nodding toward the table.

Kevin raised an eyebrow. “What is?”

“That pack over there.” Dr. Cush gestured to a small box sitting on the edge of the table. It was a special pack of Trance gum, but it looked different—sleeker packaging, the logo more prominent. “I got it just for you and Drew. Try it. You’ll like it.”

Kevin hesitated, staring at the gum. He’d already told Dr. Cush before that he wasn’t into chewing gum, especially not Trance. But the way his stepdad insisted made it feel like more than just a casual suggestion.

“I really don’t chew gum. I’m not much of a candy person,” Kevin said, trying to brush it off.

Drew chimed in, “Yeah, me neither. Thanks, though, Dr. Cush.”

But Dr. Cush didn’t drop it. “Go ahead. Just try it once. Let me know what you think.”

Kevin could feel the tension rising in the room. He didn’t want to argue. Not here, not now. Reluctantly, he grabbed the pack of gum and shoved it into his pocket. “Maybe later,” he muttered, trying to end the conversation.

Dr. Cush’s eyes lingered on Kevin for a moment before he returned to his paper. He looked... disappointed.

The boys ate their breakfast in an awkward silence. As soon as they finished, Kevin and Drew excused themselves from the table. They didn’t waste any time grabbing their things and heading out the door.

Once they were in Kevin’s car, Drew turned to him. “Dude, what was that about? Your stepdad is crazy.”

Kevin sighed, gripping the steering wheel tighter than usual. “I don’t know, man. But I’m not touching that gum.”
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The Gum’s Hold
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Monday morning arrived like any other, but as Kevin and Drew walked into the crowded halls of Waters High, something immediately felt off. The usual chatter and clamor of students greeting each other was there, but there was an underlying strangeness to the way everyone moved. It was subtle at first—just a slight sluggishness, a slow blink here and there. Kevin didn’t think much of it until they got to their lockers.

“Yo, Kev,” Drew said quietly, nudging him with an elbow. “Look around. Tell me these kids aren’t acting... weird.”

Kevin paused and looked more closely. Kids were standing in groups, but not talking like they usually did. Instead, many of them just chewed—methodically, almost robotically, the bright wrappers of Trance gum stuffed into their pockets or littered on the floor. Their eyes looked glazed over, as if they weren’t quite there. A few even bumped into walls or lockers, shaking their heads slightly before continuing to chew.

“They’re acting like zombies,” Drew muttered, half-joking but with a serious edge.

Kevin didn’t respond, but he couldn’t deny that something was wrong. Even in the classroom, the kids weren’t their usual loud, chatty selves. They were quiet, focused on one thing: chewing. The gum was everywhere—on desks, wrappers falling out of backpacks, and on the floor, trampled into the carpet. It seemed like every other kid had at least one piece of Trance in their mouth.

By the time lunch rolled around, Kevin and Drew’s unease had grown. The cafeteria was packed, and kids swarmed the vending machines, lining up just to get their hands on the latest shipment of Trance gum. It wasn’t normal, but no one else seemed to notice—like the obsession with the gum had become part of daily life. It wasn’t just at school either. Earlier that morning, Kevin had seen people lined up outside the local grocery store on his way in, waiting for the doors to open so they could buy more.

“What the hell is happening?” Kevin said quietly as they sat down at their usual table. “Why is everyone so obsessed with this stuff?”

Drew shrugged, poking at his food absentmindedly. “I don’t know, man, but it’s starting to freak me out.”

Kevin glanced around the cafeteria again. That’s when he noticed something else. Several kids, especially those chewing gum, had small bumps on the backs of their necks—almost like tiny, raised blisters. He squinted, trying to get a better look.

“Dude, look,” Kevin whispered, leaning closer to Drew. “The back of their necks.”

Drew followed his gaze. “What the...?”

The bumps were uniform, each one about the size of a pencil eraser, slightly raised, and red. Some of the kids scratched at them absentmindedly while chewing, like it was nothing. But Kevin knew it wasn’t nothing. Whatever was happening to them wasn’t normal.

“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Drew said, frowning. “Think it’s from the gum?”

Kevin shook his head, unsure. “I don’t know. Maybe. Whatever it is, it’s not good.”

Throughout the rest of the day, the strange behavior only intensified. By seventh period, kids were practically in a trance, barely responsive to the teachers, who were too distracted by the steady hum of chewing to do anything about it. Kevin couldn’t take his eyes off the bumps. The more he looked, the more he saw them—on students’ necks, just below the hairline.

And it wasn’t just the kids. Kevin noticed a teacher at the front of the classroom scratching at his neck as he chewed gum. The same red bump sat just beneath his collar. A shiver ran down Kevin’s spine.

After school, Drew and Kevin decided to swing by the local pharmacy to pick up some snacks before heading home. When they got there, they found a line stretching out the door, with people of all ages standing in the chilly air, clutching money and waiting impatiently. Inside, it was chaos—shelves were being emptied as fast as the clerks could restock them. And what were they buying?

Trance gum. Rows and rows of it.

Kevin exchanged a worried glance with Drew. “This is getting out of hand.”

Drew nodded. “Something’s definitely wrong. We’ve got to figure out what’s going on.”

But the real question wasn’t just what was going on. It was why. And the more Kevin thought about it, the more he realized there was only one person who could give him answers.

Dr. Cush.
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The Plan
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Kevin and Drew arrived at the house, still unnerved by what they had seen at school and the grocery store. As soon as they stepped through the door, something felt off. The house was quiet—too quiet. Kevin was about to call out for his mom when he spotted Dr. Cush standing in the hallway, rummaging through his mother’s purse.

“What are you doing?” Kevin blurted out before he could stop himself. “Why are you in my mom’s purse?”

Dr. Cush jerked upright, as if startled. For a second, Kevin saw something flash across his stepdad’s face, but it disappeared just as quickly. Dr. Cush cleared his throat and smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Oh, nothing. Just looking for my keys,” he said casually, closing the purse and straightening up.

Kevin narrowed his eyes. Something didn’t feel right.

From behind them, Helen’s voice floated in from the sunroom. “Your keys aren’t in there,” she said, walking into the room. “You left them on the table in the den.”

Dr. Cush blinked. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” He smiled again, but it was forced. “Thanks, dear.”

Kevin watched the exchange closely, noticing the slight tension between his mom and stepdad. Before Helen could walk away, Dr. Cush added, “By the way, I saw you have a full pack of Trance in your purse. You haven’t taken a single piece yet. Why not?”

Helen hesitated, her brow furrowing slightly. “I don’t chew gum,” she replied, her tone cautious.

Dr. Cush’s expression darkened, just for a moment. “But I wanted you to try it.”

Helen blinked, taken aback. “Maybe some other time. What’s the big deal?”

Dr. Cush’s lips pressed into a thin line, but he shrugged it off, waving his hand as if it didn’t matter. “No big deal. I just thought you’d like it.”

Helen’s face held a strange expression as she stared at her husband. Kevin couldn’t help but notice the unease in her eyes. For the first time, his mom seemed... wary of Dr. Cush.

As Helen turned away, she couldn’t shake the thought creeping into her mind. Did I rush into marrying him? She had only known him for two weeks before saying “yes.” Two weeks wasn’t nearly enough time to get to know someone, much less to marry them. She barely knew anything about Dr. Cush’s past, his life before Laurelsville, or even his work, aside from the Trance gum empire he’d built.

He had swept her off her feet, arriving in town with charm, wealth, and a promise of a new life. But now, standing here in the quiet house, Helen began to wonder if she’d made a mistake. She couldn’t quite place it, but something about him had started to feel... off.

As Kevin and Drew stood by, they exchanged a glance. Kevin could see it in Drew
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