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Nikki stared at her drink as she held it up to the lights.  The ice sparkled in the vodka like giant diamonds.  Today she would not need this...she hoped.  She sighed and lowered the drink to the table.  She stared at herself in the mirror, the mirror outlined with lights.  There were four mirrors lined up in a row along the wall.  Sarah sat at one of them too.  Nikki did this every day before going on.  The thought of going out on stage always put her nerves on edge.  A stiff drink was the only way to calm them.  She knew she would drink the vodka; she did every time.

Nikki remembered the first time she had seen a ballet dancer twirling across the stage.  She was only five years old at the time, but she knew at that moment that she wanted someday to be dancing on the stage.  It had been her dream ever since.  Now she was backstage preparing to go on.  She loved putting on all the make-up and the costumes.  She loved to dance.  She was born to dance.

“Nikki?”  Julie repeated, bringing Nikki out of her trance.

“Yes, Julie?”  Nikki replied.

“Can I use your cell?  I need to make sure Todd gives my little baby her medicine.”  Julie said.

“Sure Julie” Nikki replied.  “Is she getting any better?”  She asked as she handed her the phone.

“Yeah, slowly though.  That’s why I want to make sure my little sweety doesn’t miss her medicine.”  Julie explained.

Nikki liked Julie.  She was her best friend among all the dancers.  And she was happy for her too.  Julie and Todd had just become engaged.  Her little girl was going to have a daddy.

Wham!  Nikki jumped.  Sarah had slammed her brush down on the table.  At least she didn’t break the mirror this time.  Sarah was trying to quit smoking, as well as some other stuff.  Nikki didn’t want to know what else she was on.

Nikki looked at her glass again.  It was almost time for her to go on.  She slowly pushed the drink away.  “Oh hell!”  She blurted, grabbing the drink, pulling it to her mouth and beginning to drink it.  She would have it finished by the time she went on.  “Maybe tomorrow” she whispered.

Sarah was crying now, and Julie was hugging her in an effort to comfort her.  Sarah’s eyes were red, and she looked like a frightened child.  “Its OK baby, just relax for a bit.”  Julie was murmuring softly, as would a mother.

Tears started down Nikki’s face.  She thought she should call her mother one of these days, but she hadn’t spoken to her in over three years.  Not since the argument.  Her mother thought Nikki should be doing something ‘better’ with her life.  Nikki took another pull at her drink.

Just then Robin came rushing in, late again.  Nobody said anything to her.  She was always late.  In her own eyes, though, Robin was a star and should be allowed to come in when she wanted.  Robin never talked to ‘normal’ people like Nikki.  Nikki chuckled under her breath and finished her drink.

“Nikki!”  Sam hollered into the dressing room.

“OK!”  Nikki yelled back.

She rose and started down the short hallway to the stage steps.  She met Cindy coming the other way.

“Careful on that pole tonight baby-doll.  It’s loose again” Cindy warned.

Nikki pranced up the steps and strutted to the center of the stage.  She grabbed the pole with one hand and with the other hand pulled one foot up over her head.  Swinging around the pole, Nikki could hear the men around the stage hooting, hollering, and whistling.  She was on.
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The young girl stood staring out the window at the desolate wheat field.  “So many crows,” she thought.  She remembered when the first crow appeared a couple of years ago.  The girl shuddered as a chill ran up her spine.  When her father, her ‘real’ father, was still alive, there were no crows.  The girl was an only child.  She was only nine years old when her father died; now she was twelve.  She and her dad had been best buddies.  They did everything together...camping, ballgames and watching all their favorite TV shows, but now she missed him terribly.  She and her parents had been a remarkably close family.  After her father died, the girl had become even closer to her mother.  They had been each other’s rock, helping to ease the pain.

Then her mother had met Rick, and he had become her mother’s salvation.  Rick and the girl’s mother did everything together.  The girl was happy for her mother, but the girl’s mother hardly had any time for her anymore.  After a brief time, her mother married Rick, and they became a new family.  At first, the girl liked Rick too, but she quickly grew to hate him.

Shortly after Rick had moved in, the crows started to appear.  When the girl tried to explain about the crows to her mother, her mother called her a liar and slapped her face so hard, the girl fell dazed to her knees.  She did not dare to bring it up again.

Now the girl, as she did most nights, was staring out the window at the crows; too many to count.  The sun would be setting soon; her flesh crawled.  All she could do was wait.  It didn’t happen every night.  “Please” she prayed silently.  Then she heard the door to her bedroom open behind her.  That would be Rick sneaking into her room again.  Tomorrow there will be another crow added to the flock.  The girl shuddered again as a tear traced its way down her young, innocent face.
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HALLOWEEN
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Brenda was leaving work.  She glanced irratatedly at the clock ... 8:15. Her two little girls were probably home from their trick or treating.  Brenda had been looking forward to taking her little ‘Angels’ around.  They were at a fun age for it and her girls, six and seven years old, had been extremely excited as well.  She was called into work when two other waitresses called in sick.  She worked a six-hour shift, a painfully slow shift.  Brenda thought that most people were getting ready for and going to parties or trick-or-treating, as she had planned... as the two ‘sick’ waitresses probably were.  Luckily, her boyfriend, Brad, was able to take her girls out.

Brenda was just recently starting to like Halloween again.  Her mother had died on Halloween when Brenda was twelve.  Died ... her mother was murdered, strangled.  She was the first victim of the Halloween strangler, a serial killer who seemed to like Halloween.  There had been seventeen victims since; one each year.  Brenda had to walk nine blocks now to the bus stop.  “That’s not that far” she whispered to herself nervously.

Two blocks from the diner in the shadows between two dilapidated buildings was the shadow of a figure.  A sinister shadow wrapped in a long black coat with cruel eyes peeking out from under a black, wide-brimmed hat.  This evil being was waiting for a suitable victim to wander his way.  Then he saw a pretty little thing walking quickly down the street.  The man
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