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​Dr. Walter Wolf tucked his spent penis into his trousers and zipped up his fly. He looked down at the patient officially known only as Jane Doe 14, who lay nude and supine on the dark-brown leatherette couch, her legs spread wide. Her vagina still gaped a little from their intercourse, and as Dr. Wolf watched, a drop of semen seeped from the hole and began to ooze down her perineum. He expected her to react, to wipe it up before it dripped onto the couch, but she remained immobile, seemingly oblivious, her amber eyes distant and troubled, as they had been all morning. She’d barely said a word the whole session.

With a small, peevish sigh, he snatched the box of facial tissues from the table beside the couch and placed it on her naked belly. Like a Venus fly-trap's jaws responding to the touch of an insect on their inviting pink insides, her hands rose up and clasped the box. Holding the box steady with one hand, she drew a tissue from it with the other and began to dab at the pearly rill between her legs. Otherwise, she remained perfectly still, her faraway eyes never wavering from whatever they were seeing beyond the white ceiling tiles.

The almost furtive rustle of the tissue was drowned out by a series of clinks as Dr. Wolf fastened his belt buckle and, down the hall, the clatter of several sets of heavy footsteps running down one of the psychiatric hospital’s hallways. Dr. Wolf shook his head. Another emergency call? The natives were restless today.

“Something’s going to happen,” Jane said suddenly in a voice as soft and uninflected as a somniloquist’s.

“What?” He looked down at her. She was still gazing off into space but now wore a small, anxious frown. She had stopped dabbing at herself, and the hand holding the semen-stained tissue lay immobile against her inner thigh. There were still smears of the stuff on her vulva. Her legs still gaped like a whore’s. He felt a stab of disgust at her bovine passivity and her careless, unthinking lewdness and slovenliness. Then he felt annoyed with himself. Ashamed. Such judgmental feelings were unproductive and unprofessional. He was the doctor here, the guiding light, the sage. She was ill. She needed his help, not his knee-jerk condemnations, which were no doubt merely projections of his own psychological issues.

He cleared his throat. “Jane, our session’s almost over. We need to get you cleaned and dressed and—”

“Something’s going to happen,” she said again, still speaking in that soft, hypnotic voice. “Something bad. I know it. I had a dream.”

Dr. Wolf suppressed another sigh. In the distance, the footsteps stopped. A door thumped shut.

“Jane, we’ve been over this. These feelings you sometimes get—the fear, the sense of impending doom—they’re just feelings. And you can control those feelings. Have you been doing the self-talk exercises like we discussed?”

Her gaze snapped into focus, and she looked at him, her eyes big with worry.

“This is different,” she protested. “This was a real dream.”

“A real dream?”

“Yes! It was—it was—it—it—it—it—” Unsure how to explain herself in a way that would parry his obvious dubiety, her words stumbled over themselves, and she fell silent, looking defeated and frustrated.

Dr. Wolf was about to urge her once again to get dressed when an idea struck her, and she shot upright and smacked her open palm against her thigh loud enough to make him wince and glance at the counseling room’s closed door. Her energetic movements made the forgotten box of tissues tumble off her belly and onto the floor.

“I can show you!” she exclaimed.

She dug through the pile of clothes on the floor beside the couch and extracted the battered composition notebook she carried everywhere. She flipped through the dog-eared pages, most of which were overrun with her almost illegibly ornate handwriting, until she reached the latest entry.

“This!” She thrust the open notebook into his hands.

On the page was a sketch of a weird object or creature floating above a flat, gray plain. The floating thing was a dark orb with hazy edges and a single, pupilless blood-red eye at its center. Five rays fanned out from the ball, their placement corresponding to the points of a star. Jane was a competent artist, and the image was quite striking and sinister, especially that crimson eye, which seemed to blaze amid the dull, dark grays and blacks around it.

Dr. Wolf peered at the eye more closely.

“Is that blood?”

Jane shrugged, her eyes shifting to her lap where her fingers began to pluck at the edges of the cum-stained tissue.

“Um, well, it was—I wanted to replicate what I saw in my dream as closely as possible. I needed that specific shade of red, so I just, y’know, I just kind of pricked my thumb a little. That’s all.”

“Jane, we talked about self-harm before, remember?”

“I know!” Her quick fingers were attacking the tissue now, tearing off small, ragged wisps that collected in her pubic hair like snowflakes. “But it’s not—it wasn’t—I mean, I didn’t do it to harm myself. I did it for the color. For the picture. For what I saw.”

“What you saw?”

“In my dream. Yes. It was a dream, but it was real. It was a real dream. A truth.” She looked up at him with an expression that was suddenly very calm and dignified, almost haughty. Her hands had gone perfectly still. “I often have dreams that tell the truth. I’m a sibyl, you know.”

“A sibyl, eh?” This was a new one.

“Oh, yes. I’m descended from the Dodonan oracle on my mother’s side.”

“Dodonan?”

“Dodona. It’s in Greece.”

“Ah.” He had never heard of it. Not for the first time, he felt mildly annoyed and resentful that whatever her mental problems, she seemed to be smarter and better educated than he in many ways. Then again, “Dodona” might be one of her mind’s endless inventions. He’d have to look it up.

“This dream was even realer than most of them.” She took the notebook from him and studied the picture. “It portended great dismay. Something bad is coming. Very bad. Worse than anything.” Despite her newly adopted mien of gravity, her lips twitched as she stared at the picture, her anxieties already starting to bleed through.

Which only confirmed his suspicion that her elaborate, endlessly changing self-delusions were a way to try to escape powerful feelings of dread, feelings probably born of some long-ago trauma that was now so deeply shrouded in fantasies there was little hope of excavating it and even less of distinguishing it from the fabulations. Though she had been at the hospital for over two years, they still didn’t even know her real name. When the police picked her up for dancing naked in a public park (she insisted she was a “fairy ballerina” whose magical dance would end the world’s rising tensions), she of course had no ID on her, and a search of the area failed to turn up her clothes or any other belongings. Subsequent attempts to discover her identity through the usual channels had proven fruitless. Her fingerprints weren’t on record anywhere. Her teeth were perfect. She had no tattoos or scars. She matched no known missing persons. She was like a ghost. Dr. Wolf had trouble understanding how in a society as technologically advanced and interlinked as this one, anyone could remain so anonymous.

The innumerable interviews conducted by Dr. Wolf and the other doctors at the mental hospital had done nothing to unravel the mystery of her identity, which shifted with every conversation. She had given countless names and backgrounds over the last two years and seemed convinced of each one when she gave it, but every single one with even a whiff of plausibility had been investigated, and every single one had proven false. She had claimed to be, among many other things, a Russian heiress, a hippie vagabond, an escaped rape-slave of a Mexican drug lord, a grad student in Clinical Psychology who was doing undercover research for her dissertation (that one had been particularly convincing, not to mention worrying), the creation of a secret government cloning project, an archangel visiting Earth to spread hope and love, and a bored housewife from Yuba City who had fabricated a mental illness to give her life some zest. Now she was a sibyl whose dreams foretold the future. The only common thread throughout this kaleidoscope of selves was her recurring anxiety. However often and however thoroughly her beleaguered mind reinvented itself, a sense of calamity was always at her heels.

“It’s the anti-sun,” Jane said, staring at her drawing with dark, haunted eyes.

“Anti-sun? I’m not familiar with that term. What does that mean?”

For a moment she only continued staring at the sketch with her lips pressed tight, and Dr. Wolf began to think she wouldn’t answer at all. But then she said, “It’s the destroyer of everything. See, suns make everything. Or almost everything. Most of the atoms in existence were forged inside suns. Most of the periodic table. The elements. The chemicals. Suns are wombs. But this...” She inclined her head at the picture. “This is the anti-sun. It undoes everything. It unmakes reality. The atoms. The elements. It’s the hole in the firmament into which everything will be drawn and annihilated. It’s pure evil. And it’s coming.” Her eyes finally tore themselves from the drawing and fixed on Dr. Wolf. “It will be here very soon. My dream said so.”

He nodded sympathetically while telling himself to be sure to note this new delusion in her file. It was interesting. Behind it clearly lay a reservoir of anxiety far vaster than usual. This ominous image might even be the key to her illness. He would love to keep her here and pursue this further, but the session was already running long.

“Come on.” He plucked her panties off the floor and held them out for her. “We need to get you cleaned up and dressed so you can—”

“But it’s coming!” She shook her notebook for emphasis. “We have to do something!”
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