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For Mom, who taught me to keep shining bright, and for those who became family along the way. 











  
  
“The music from the balconies nearby was overlaid by the noise of sporadic acts of violence.”


— Edward Ruscha
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Chapter One




If I’d known that overcast Tuesday would set off a chain of events that would turn me into a killer—and I’d end up scrubbing someone else’s blood off my hands—I’d have stayed in the safety of the taxi. Instead, I stepped onto the rain-slicked pavement of Union Street, Aberdeen’s late September chill cutting straight to the bone. Looking back, I still can’t believe how ordinary it all seemed. Just another Tuesday. As I fumbled with a few crumpled bills, the driver’s Scottish brogue rolled over me, thick enough to pass for another language. 

“Cheers, lad,” he said. His face was all deep lines and North Sea weather, shaped by too many nights with a bottle for company. When he added, “Mind yerself out there,” something in his tone made me pause. Was he warning me? 

I told myself it was just nerves—maybe the cold, or the strangeness of it all—but the unease felt older than that, like something I’d carried for years, tucked between ribs. And if I was honest, I could already feel it: my chest tightening, each breath growing thicker, harder to catch. I nodded, my mouth set in something halfway to gratitude, but the stench gnawed at the edges of my thoughts—rotting fish, almost alive in its reek, as if it moved with its own consciousness, hell-bent on violating the natural order of things.

The driver caught my grimace and offered a tobacco-smudged grin. “Don’t worry, ye’ll get used to the smell,” he said, then pulled away, his cab swallowed by the grey.

My duffel bag thudded against my hip as I made my way toward campus, each step a little heavier with doubt. Above, seagulls wheeled and screamed, their cries sharp enough to peel skin—restless, hungry for something they hadn’t found yet. Ancient-looking cobblestones resisted each step. Goosebumps rose across my bare legs as fine mist settled into my clothes like a second skin. There I was, standing woefully misplaced in basketball shorts, a white T-shirt, a beige fleece jacket, and baseball cap, foolishly dressed for New York summer in Scottish autumn. A dead rat sprawled near the curb, its bloated body hosting a wake of flies, while granite buildings pressed through the fog like prehistoric giants. Without the gulls, the silence would’ve smothered me. Loaded, still, and waiting to cut if I breathed wrong.

So caught up in the overload of it all, I didn’t even see the university building until I was about to walk straight into it. I flinched back, head snapping up, a sharp gasp in my throat. Then I saw it. Neo-Gothic spires clawed at the clouds—pure Lovecraft—forcing my head back as I took in its magnitude. I’d only seen buildings like this on a screen, never standing in front of me, real and impossible.

“Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath.

The website’s glossy images hadn’t prepared me. In person, the building was massive, its stone walls cold and rough, battered by years of rain. Carvings lined the entrance, weathered but still sharp in places. I could hear something from inside—a hum, maybe footsteps. Leaded glass windows gave off a dull reflection, hiding whatever was behind them. I kept looking, higher still. Towers rose into low clouds, and leering gargoyles growled at the sky, while water stains traced dark tears down the weather-beaten façade.

A hand-lettered sign, bright and jarring, jolted me from my stupor: “Welcome, Freshers!” Its plastic cheerfulness seemed almost sacrilegious against this noble backdrop, a neon smear across a canvas of the past.

“What the hell is a Fresher?” I mumbled, tugging my useless jacket closer. 

“Lost, are we?” A cheerful voice cut through my thoughts. I blinked through the soft grey haze to find its source. She stood in an orange windbreaker, her ponytail flicking with every movement. As she approached, her face broke into a warm smile that made the grey afternoon lift, if only slightly.

“New to campus, eh?” she asked. She had the confidence of someone who specialised in rescuing lost souls. I nodded.

“Let me enlighten you,” she chuckled, her jacket blazing against the granite. “I’m Ellie, a Freshers’ Helper. Think of me as your official guide through the maze of Aberdeen uni life.” She flung an arm wide, sending her flyers spinning in the breeze as she gestured to the expansive campus. “You, my friend, are a Fresher. That’s what we call the new blood around here. And trust me—you’re in for a wild ride.”

Then, with a grand sweep of her hand, as if unveiling a stage, she turned and led me into the waiting mouth of the university.


      [image: ]The Great Hall revealed itself in breathtaking majesty, its towering ceilings dissolving into shadow where ancient wooden beams crossed like dark branches high above. Crystal chandeliers hovered in the hush above, dripping warm light that shimmered and flickered. All across the room, students clustered around long tables draped in velvet beneath banners that shifted with the movement of air, crests I didn’t recognise fluttering like they meant something. The air smelled of paper, polish, and years—dense with everything that had been read and remembered here. Ellie moved ahead of me, gliding over the marble floor like she belonged to it. The crowd parted for her, almost without realising. Stained glass scattered colour across her path, and her jacket flared like fire, impossible to miss. 

That image lingered in my mind as I trudged up the freezing concrete stairs of my student hall, a brutalist monolith students swore was based on a Swedish women’s prison—a rumour older than most of us. I could see why. The air hit me: damp with age-old mould and the bite of adolescent sweat, like the walls hadn’t breathed in years. My nose scrunched. With each step to the second floor, my sense of foreboding grew. Fluorescent bulbs flickered overhead, casting sickly shadows along abandoned corridors. I reached my door and stopped cold. My hands, slick with nerves, fumbled with the key. I thrust it into the lock with too much force and—holding my breath—turned it counterclockwise. 

I exhaled. The room that greeted me was stark, a sharp note of bleach cutting through staler scents. The blue carpet beneath my feet held ghosts of past residents, stale vomit and forgotten regrets ground deep into every fibre. A rust-streaked sink crouched in one corner; burnt orange curtains slumped over a narrow window, filtering what little light dared to enter. A single bed lurked opposite. I let out a dry chuckle. Home, sweet home.

In the quiet, I methodically folded clothes into the narrow cupboard, its plywood frame bowing slightly under memory. Every crease smoothed was part of my eighteen years, each item a chapter from a life shaped by careful attention and riddled with questions. Leaving home should have felt harder than this, but instead, it felt disturbingly natural. Even as my mum cried at the door, wringing her hands like she was sending me off to war, I’d felt strangely hollow.

My adoptive parents had been more than guardians. They were architects of their vision of my perfect future. Their guidance, though rooted in love, yanked me away from who I might’ve been. In the world they built around me—polished, careful, safe—I started to disappear. My reflection blurred, until the person in the mirror looked more like a patchwork of their hopes than anyone I recognised. Their arms always felt like shelter, but eventually, even comfort started to feel like a cage. I wasn’t learning how to be brave, or rebellious, or even angry—just how to be what they needed. And always, gently, they kept me from the edge of anything that might’ve shown me who I really was. I grew up in the margins—too careful to fit in with my peers, too restless to fit perfectly into their plans—always floating, never landing.

In the schoolyard, where kids can sniff out otherness like blood in the water, I caught my first glimpse of who I might become. Being an outsider wasn’t one big moment. It was a thousand tiny ones: a joke that didn’t land, a glance that lingered too long, a whisper I wasn’t meant to hear. Each one carved something into me. Not deep enough to bleed, but deep enough to last. They weren’t dramatic wounds. Just quiet, constant erosion. And over time, it wore away whatever certainty I had about myself.

Every time I felt the need to hide—every time I did—I felt something crack a little wider. Trying to seem normal only made it worse. After a while, I couldn’t tell if I was hiding from other people or hiding from myself. Fitting in turned into a kind of performance. Every smile, every word, measured—just enough to blend in, never enough to be seen. Even after all the layers of thick skin I’d built, all it took was one well-placed comment to hit home, to peel everything back and remind me how raw those places still were. The ones I thought had scarred over. The ones I told myself didn’t hurt anymore.

The mirror showed me a young man caught between two worlds: one shaped by others’ expectations, the other still taking shape—quietly, stubbornly—somewhere deeper inside. My chestnut curls and olive-toned skin told a story I could barely understand, while my eyes—dark as rain-soaked earth—always made strangers ask where I was really from. The silver cedar tree pendant resting against my chest was the only tangible link I had to a past I was still piecing together. Sometimes, without thinking, I’d find my fingers tracing it, as if it might suddenly warm in my hand and whisper its secrets.

I told my parents I was heading to Scotland early to settle in, a gentle lie to spare their feelings. Instead, I went to my birthplace—Lebanon. Walking through Beirut stirred something unexpected in me: a dizzying blend of belonging and displacement. The city pulsed with life—music, traffic, strangers brushing past—at once embracing and overwhelming. I searched its ancient streets and crowded markets, each corner promising another piece of my story. Jasmine on the breeze, street vendors calling to passersby—it felt briefly like home. A home that was mine, and somehow not mine. Men who looked like me passed by, and I couldn’t stop searching their faces—hoping, absurdly, for something to click. Some spark of recognition. But each promising lead to my biological parents dissolved into another dead end, leaving me with more questions than answers.

The hospital where I was born stood unchanged from the photographs my parents used to show me. Images I’d memorised without meaning to. An imposing, unyielding monument to countless beginnings, mine among them. I searched the faces around me for any trace of my birth parents. A flicker of recognition. Anything. But all I got were sympathetic shrugs and kind faces offering no answers. Just the kind of empty comfort that makes a person feel more lost.

Yet the people of Beirut offered something I hadn’t expected: a quiet, almost instinctive sense of belonging—one I hadn’t dared let myself imagine. In a crowded café, an old man shared his story of loss and discovery over thick, aromatic coffee. His weathered hands trembled as he spoke in broken English, his voice heavy with memory. His words, steeped in the city’s past, settled something in me—something I hadn’t realised had been restless for years. 

Later that day, a woman caught sight of the cedar pendant at my chest. She smiled in quiet recognition, her eyes full of understanding, even as she shook her head at my questions. Beirut held me in its vibrant, unpredictable rhythm. Its people offered warmth and recognition, even as the answers I was searching for slipped further out of reach—lost, maybe, along the sun-bleached shores I kept returning to in my mind.

“Who are you, Felix?” The question haunted me, echoing in the space where certainty should have lived. As these thoughts circled, a knock at the door jolted me back to my room. I froze. Who could be looking for me here? The knock came again—louder this time.

“Come in,” I called out, aiming for confidence, wincing at the tremor in my voice. The door creaked open, flooding the dimness with harsh fluorescent light. Silhouettes emerged. Phantoms stepping out of the glare.

“Hey, new guy! Took you long enough. We’ve been waiting for you,” Jess called out, her voice carrying a playful ease. Sweet Jess. She leaned in the doorway, the fluorescent light haloing her silhouette. Her indigo Goldfrapp T-shirt pulled slightly at the sleeves, revealing a constellation of faded flower tattoos snaking down her arms. Each petal looked like it had its own story to tell. Her jet-black hair fell in waves around her shoulders, framing a face dusted with freckles across nearly translucent skin. She wore grey-blue jeans—frayed at the hems from countless adventures—and well-worn DC skater shoes. Jess radiated an effortless cool that seemed almost surreal in these stripped-back surroundings. 

Had I known how little time she had left, maybe I wouldn’t have wasted so much of it being petty.

Beside her stood Blonde Sarah—a true Geordie—balanced reserve with quiet rebellion. Her ash-blonde hair was tied back loosely, and her slightly overlapping front teeth gave her a mousy charm—an unassuming softness that let her vanish into the background. I’d come to realise it was no accident. It was a skill. Sarah’s sharp eyes missed nothing, always watching, always calculating. At first glance, she seemed subdued. Almost invisible. But beneath the careful exterior lay depths most would miss.

Then came Brunette Sarah—‘Muddy Sarah,’ as we called her, to avoid confusion with her sun-haired counterpart. Her auburn locks tumbled in wild waves, as if she’d just returned from some windswept expedition. A floral blouse and denim skirt couldn’t contain her untamed spirit; her eyes sparked with endless curiosity, drinking in every detail. A knowing smile tugged at her lips, like she’d seen things others wouldn’t believe. She carried the subtle perfume of earth and pine, as if nature itself had claimed her as its own.

Julian stood beside her—tall, lanky, and the thinker of our group. He scrutinised me through wire-framed glasses, eyes narrowed into thoughtful crescents, a cigarette dangling from his fingers. His face held the soft etchings of constant contemplation. A mind forever elsewhere. Julian’s peculiar blend of French nonchalance and British charm suggested a soul quietly wrestling with bigger questions. His long, black leather coat hung loosely over stooped shoulders, while his patchy beard lent a rugged edge to his otherwise carefully maintained appearance. His pale complexion spoke of hours spent in libraries rather than sunlight.

And then there was Colin. A boyishly handsome rugby player from some quiet coastal Scottish village. Tousled hair the colour of sunlit wheat framed a clean-shaven face, his sky-blue eyes sharpened by a disarmingly bright smile. “A’right, mate?” he greeted, his voice warm and somehow familiar. Colin carried himself with an effortless confidence—that rare mix of strength and gentleness that drew people like moths to flame. Stone-washed jeans clung to strong legs; a crimson T-shirt stretched across broad shoulders and a solid frame. As he leaned casually against the door frame, a wave of comfort washed over me—warm, familiar, disarming. My heart stuttered. A spark flared low in my chest. 

Hello, Golden Boy.




      [image: ]That night, the student union throbbed with the beat and buzz of a local indie gig. The air hung thick with body odour and drugstore cologne, a weak disguise for the animal stink of hormones and anticipation. The sting of cheap spirits cut through it all, clinging like a bad decision. Strobes of coloured lights cut through the haze, casting wild, unpredictable shadows across the crowd. The floor was sticky with the residue of spilled drinks, while tables around us wobbled dangerously close to collapse. All around us, the crowd moved like one single organism, swaying in rhythm, pulsing with frenetic energy. 

Our group—Jess, Julian, the two Sarahs, Colin, and myself—huddled around a table, drinks clutched tight as the bass rattled our bones. Colin, clearly sloshed, eyes dark and bloodshot, leaned close, his shoulder brushing mine. 

“Can you believe this place, mate? Vodka doubles for a quid. Fucking mental!” 

His breath carried that sharp mix of synthetic sweetness and alcohol. I nodded too eagerly, caught in his orbit. His words hung in the air. As his attention drifted, I scrambled for something—anything—clever enough to pull him back. In the dead space between us, everything dimmed. My thoughts turned brutal. 

You’re such a fucking idiot, Felix.

The Sarahs erupted into laughter, their voices flaring briefly above the music before disappearing again. Across from me, Julian stared into his drink with quiet intensity, neon lights shifting across his face. I was about to call his name when Jess’s hand, warm and clammy, found mine beneath the table. 

“Let’s get some air,” she said with a smirk.

Outside, the night air smelled of damp pavement and distant fish and chips. Aberdeen’s cold had a way of seeping through clothes, dragging shivers from every inch of exposed skin. The lurch from the union’s heat into the crisp night—heightened by way too much booze buzzing in our blood—left us momentarily unsteady. But as we settled into the cold, we found comfort in the hush, wrapped in the fuzziness of distant music and the high-pitched ring in our ears.

Jess pulled two slim cigarettes from a crumpled pack in her leather jacket, slipping both between her lips. The flicker of her scuffed silver Zippo briefly illuminated her features, casting light on flushed cheeks and fingers tipped with chipped black nail polish. She shielded the small flame from the breeze with cupped hands and brought the tobacco-filled cylinders to life with a deep inhale. She handed me one. I took it, dragged deep, and watched the smoke curl and vanish into the air. Jess took a long drag beside me, the tip glowing in the dark. She exhaled and turned to me, eyes narrowed in curiosity.

“So, mister, who are you?” she prodded, her tone light but loaded.

I shrugged. Noncommittal, but the question landed heavy. “Who am I?” I echoed.

We stood there for a moment, cigarette tips glowing like irregular heartbeats at our fingertips. Smoke curled between us. A wordless exchange—the kind that only sharing a small vice makes possible. I held out a hand. She lit another and passed it over without a word.

“Yeah. I mean, what’s your story?” she asked, still pressing. “You’ve got an American accent but swear you’re not from there. You’ve lived all over. Now you’re here—in Aberdeen, of all places—being all mysterious about it.” She laughed softly. “I’m just curious is all.”

I took a long drag and let the smoke curl, slow and warm, before releasing it into the dark. The union doors slammed open before I could answer. Two drunk students tumbled out, their laughter cutting through the heavy bass. They staggered on the pavement, their steps uneven as if the ground itself had started to sway.

“The accent? Too many American films as a kid,” I said, smiling. “And Aberdeen?” I shrugged. “Just looking for an adventure, I guess.” I made a sweeping gesture, tracing an invisible map—then jabbed at a spot. “There.”

Jess chuckled at my nonsense. “Hold that thought,” she said, wagging a finger before disappearing back into the union’s pulsing heart. I stood in a thinning cloud of smoke, the distance between us stretching like a held breath. Fog settled thick around the granite buildings, swallowing their edges. Discarded beer bottles littered the ground like fallen soldiers, their glass bodies reflecting the streetlights, while scattered takeaway boxes marked trails of midnight feasts. Flyers warning about someone called the Aberdeen Ripper fluttered alongside glossy posters for Freshers Week, both tugged loose by the wind’s heavy sighs. I paused at the name—Ripper?—but the flyer flapped shut before I could read more. Nicotine and alcohol spun a pleasant haze around my thoughts. I looked up, searching for stars, but found only a sky sealed shut. An inky blanket stretched too tightly across the sky.

Jess burst back through the doors, winded and triumphant, two beers in hand. “Thought you could lose me, eh, Captain America?” she teased, pressing a bottle into my palm. “Skol!” Our bottles clinked. The beer was bitter, mixing with tobacco still clinging to my tongue.

“All right then,” she said, burping lightly before grinning. “What’s your story back home? Anyone pining after you? A girlfriend? A…boyfriend?”

I looked down, toeing a pebble that had done nothing to deserve it. “What do you mean by that?” The question came out sharper than I meant it to.

Jess laughed, full and unbothered, like I hadn’t just flinched. “Well, you know, sometimes when two people like each other a whole bunch, they hug real tight and then—boom!—a baby happens.”

I nudged her shoulder. “Thanks for the biology lesson,” I said, half laughing, half mortified.

“You’re welcome,” she said with a bow, then tipped her head back and drained the rest of her beer.

After a pause, I exhaled. “No boyfriend. But yeah… I’m open to the idea.”

Jess’s grin widened knowingly. “All right, mystery solved.” We fell into silence—easy, unforced. I felt something deeper stir beneath it. A flicker of recognition, or connection, or maybe just the sense that I didn’t have to explain myself. Not here. Not to her. Finally, she nodded toward the pulsing doorway. “Ready to head back?”

The atmosphere crackled—electric, expectant, alive with possibility. The band had finished their set, replaced by Interpol’s “Evil” drifting through the space. The dance floor heaved with life, a mass of bodies moving as one with the driving beat. We wove through the crowd, answering familiar voices calling our names. Finding our group felt like stumbling into a pocket of home—familiar faces in the blur of bodies and noise. Relief loosened something in my chest. The air vibrated with laughter that felt too loud and too alive. Every breath buzzed with the kind of confidence one doesn’t question until it’s gone. We lost ourselves in that moment—suspended in music, in fresh friendship. Untethered from the world beyond these walls. For one brilliant instant, we were nothing but abandon. Consumed by the night, by one another, by everything it promised.

And then, as quickly as it had begun, it all faded to black.


      [image: ]The afternoon sun muscled through the sheer curtains, an unwelcome intruder in the stillness of my room. It flooded every corner with merciless clarity, dragging the wreckage of last night into sharp focus. Too sharp. The brightness hit like a gut punch. My head throbbed in time with my pulse, each beat a dull reminder of how far I’d pushed things. 

The room tilted under the harsh light, like a painting knocked just off-centre. When I tried to sit up, nausea slammed through me, and I lurched toward the sink. Gripping the cold porcelain, I doubled over, my stomach twisting hard. The sound of my own retching bounced off the bare walls. When my vision cleared, I saw Colin sprawled beside the bed, his jacket bunched beneath his head like a makeshift pillow. His salmon-coloured Oxford shirt—crumpled, stained, and hanging open—revealed a faint trace of muscle beneath pale skin. His chest moved with a quiet rhythm, like nothing in him registered the chaos we’d poured into our veins. 

I watched him for a moment. Then I slipped quietly into last night’s clothes, trying to remember when I’d taken them off. I crept into the kitchen, the concrete floor biting cold against my feet as I rummaged through the cabinets for anything to dull the ache in my skull. My hunt ended at a can of instant coffee marked with an emphatic ‘Sarah’s! Do not touch!!’. Fuck it. In my desperate state, it seemed worth the risk. I stirred the coffee slowly, wincing with each clink in the sterile silence of the kitchen.

When I returned, balancing two steaming cups, I found Colin sitting up on my bed, hands pressed to his temples, face contorted in pain. He gave me a weak smile as I stepped in. “Good to see you’re still among the living, mate,” he said, his voice carrying equal parts concern and amusement.

“Morning,” I mumbled, avoiding his eyes as heat crept into my cheeks.

“You were quite the spectacle last night,” he said, laughing. “Figured I shouldn’t leave you alone in case you were sick. So I stayed.” He shrugged as if it was nothing.

“Thanks,” I offered sheepishly, extending a cup. “Sorry for the hassle.”

We settled into an awkward silence, sipping our contraband. My eyes kept drifting to the red scar curving across his thigh, just above the edge of his boxer shorts. He caught me staring and chuckled, low and self-conscious. 

“Jellyfish. Got into a mess of them a couple of summers back. Hurt like hell. What do they call a group of them, anyway? A school? A gaggle?”

Curiosity tugged at me, stronger than caution. “Can I…touch it?”

His smile tilted. A flicker of amusement passed across his face. “Sure.”

I swallowed hard. My pulse pounded in my throat as I reached out, fingertips skimming his skin. I lifted the edge of his boxers, exposing the full scar, my touch lingering, tracing the smooth curve of his thigh. His skin was warm, softer than I expected. As I moved my hand up, I felt the tension in his muscles, the faint tremor beneath my touch. My fingers traced the scar’s edge. His thigh tensed beneath each stroke, warmth bleeding into my skin.

“It’s called a smack,” I murmured, my voice softer than I meant it to be. My fingers traced one last slow loop before pulling away.

“A smack?” he echoed, his voice thinner now.

“A group of jellyfish.” I looked up and met his eyes.

He paused, eyes flicking away for half a second, then said, “I gotta take a piss.”

As Colin disappeared to the bathroom, I made my way down the hall like a sailor in a storm, nausea stalking every step. I pushed through the heavy fire door and into a wall of tension—Jess, Julian, and both Sarahs gathered in the communal kitchen, the air thick enough to choke on.

Jess perched on the counter, legs swinging with forced casualness. She exhaled smoke out the window, eyes fixed on the now-grey Aberdeen morning as it swallowed the trail. Julian leaned against the wall, all contained intensity. He nodded once in greeting. The Sarahs sat cross-legged on the floor. Blonde Sarah stared into the ghostly glow of her phone. Muddy Sarah rocked slightly, hands clenched, anxiety radiating off her in quiet pulses. It didn’t feel like our kitchen anymore. Something had invaded it. Unseen, but impossible to ignore.

“What’s going on?” I asked, dread balling in my gut. No one answered. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

Blonde Sarah looked up, her eyes wide. “A Fresher was murdered near campus,” she whispered. “They’re saying it’s the Aberdeen Ripper.”

Every muscle in me went still. That name. “You mean like Jack the—” I started. Julian cut me off. His voice was low. Dead serious.

“Over the last five years,” he began, “the Ripper’s been…methodical, brutal. Each kill gets worse. The cuts are surgical, carving through flesh, muscle, and bone—leaving the bodies barely recognisable, like some kind of sick experiment. The way he arranges them is no accident. It’s ritualistic. The victims are found with their eyes wide open, forced to watch as their blood spills out, made to witness the end. He’s always a step ahead. Leaves just enough to mess with the authorities—bloodied clues, never enough to catch him.”

I felt my nails digging, burning half-moons into my palms as dread climbed higher with each new detail. The morning’s hangover seemed trivial now, swallowed by something darker.

“Wait—you didn’t know?” Muddy Sarah paused mid-nail bite, her tone sharp with disbelief. “Guess you didn’t research Aberdeen much before moving here, huh?” Her laugh cracked off the bare walls, brittle as ice.

Julian barely blinked, pressing on. “The worst part? How random the victims are. Each one found with their teeth ripped out—pliers used to yank them clean.” He paused, letting the horror settle into our bones. The silence crawled. After months of inactivity that had lulled the city into false security, the Ripper had resurfaced, draping our peaceful university town in a blanket of paranoia.

Click-clang. Jess’s lighter snapped. She lit a cigarette with shaking hands, like that one small ritual might hold everything together.

“The girl was found in Seaton Park this morning,” Julian continued. He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper that made his words feel even more chilling. “Her mouth was cut wide. All the way up to the ears. Some of her teeth—shattered—were stuffed back inside. In a plastic bag. Like a trophy. A twisted calling card.”

The nausea I’d been holding down surged, hot and fast, curling up my throat. I gripped the counter, bile burning, certain I was about to be sick—when the door banged open behind me. 

“Goooood morning, Vietnam!” Colin bellowed, his voice crashing through the silence like a cymbal. He strolled in, barefoot and beaming. “What’s up, party people? Who’s up for some grub?”


      [image: ]Bacon sizzled. Eggs crackled. Coffee steamed. The diner hummed with its everyday medley. Colin devoured his pancakes, oblivious to the heaviness settling over the rest of us. Now and then, he’d swipe at his mouth with the back of his hand—like a kid at summer camp, carefree and sticky-fingered. Outside, the harbour waters struggled against an overcast sky, managing only the faintest glimmer of light. It was Jess who broke the quiet first. 

“Colin! How can you even eat like that with everything going on? It’s like you’re personally offended by those pancakes.” She laughed, shaking her head.

Colin paused mid-bite, cheeks bulging, and looked around with wide-eyed innocence, his fork suspended mid-air. “What? I’m hungry,” he mumbled through a mouthful, a glint of maple syrup sliding toward the corner of his mouth. “And we need our energy for tomorrow, right? Pass the syrup?”

Something sparked at his words—a flicker of real excitement, the first since I’d landed in Aberdeen. The morning’s chaos had smothered any academic thoughts, but now, for the first time, I felt a pull. Classes. Professor Lorna Baird, specifically. Her name meant something in social psychology circles—sharp, fearless, infamous for digging into the messiest parts of the human mind. Studying under her meant confronting what most people spend their lives trying to ignore. And somehow, that didn’t scare me.

Muddy Sarah’s grumbling pulled me from my thoughts. “I just don’t understand why student textbooks have to be so bloody expensive,” she complained, listlessly pushing food around her plate.

“Mm-hmm,” I offered, not really present.

“And now we’re all in different classes,” Julian said between bites of egg. “Let’s see—Colin’s in law, Felix in psych, Jess in sociology, Blonde Sarah’s doing geography, Muddy Sarah’s in medicine, and I’ve got history. Did I miss anyone?” 

He glanced around, loading his fork again. We nodded together. Outside, sunset blazed across the sky in violent purple and burning orange—a last defiant cry against approaching night.

Jess raised her coffee mug with a smirk. “Well, it was fun while it lasted, everyone.”


      [image: ]That night, sleep dragged me under—and darkness swallowed everything. A figure loomed over my bed, its face lost in shadow, but something about it pulled at me, familiar and wrong. 

“Colin?” I whispered into the void, though I wasn’t sure I wanted an answer. 

The shape dropped without warning. Spectral weight crushed my chest, cold and smothering, like drowning in air. Panic surged through my frozen limbs as I thrashed, trapped by nothing I could see, clawing at the dark. Then his face surfaced—Colin, but not. Twisted. Hollow-eyed. His mouth hung open, a yawning black pit oozing with blood. Warm and metallic, it dripped in slow, viscous lines onto my bare skin, each drop sticking, sliding. And then, he convulsed. With a wet retch, he spewed a torrent of teeth. They struck my chest one by one, soft and heavy, like rotten pearls. The thuds were quiet, but I felt every one. Slick. Warm. Wrong.

I jolted awake, heart pounding, skin clammy with cold sweat. In the corners of the room, shadows twisted like they knew something I didn’t.


      [image: ]Morning sunlight spilled through the window as Jess leaned against the door frame, her face bright with mischief. “Good mornin’, darlin’!” she called out in a syrupy Southern drawl, her laughter echoing down the corridor as she adjusted a colourful tote bag dangling from her shoulder. 

I couldn’t resist playing along. “Well, I do declare, Miss Jess, those books do look mighty heavy for such a delicate flower as yourself.” I tipped an imaginary hat, matching her grin, grateful for this moment of lightness after my disturbed night.

She wore her usual armour that day: a dark floral dress that moved with her, paired with a battle-worn leather jacket and scuffed combat boots. The dress was vintage, she’d told me proudly, rescued from a charity shop and altered by her own hands. Even after a few days, it was clear—her style wasn’t just fashion, but defiance. A quiet rebellion against the version of femininity the men in her life had tried to force on her. A golden chain glinted at her throat, catching the morning light.

Her expression shifted suddenly, her eyes narrowing with concern as she gestured toward her own face. “Hey, you okay, buddy? You look a bit…off. Like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

Colin’s bloodied grin flashed across my mind. Twisted, wrong, impossible to forget. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I forced a smile, trying to shake the image from my head. My fingers worked the strap of my messenger bag, restless and twitchy.

“You sure?” She leaned in closer, studying me with the kind of attention that made me wonder if she could see right through the act.

“Yep!” I said a little too quickly, seizing the chance to change the subject. “Where are you headed again?”

She pulled out a creased campus map, its corners soft from frequent handling, and traced a path with her finger. “Cruickshank for me. You’re in King’s College today, right?”

I nodded, popping in a piece of gum to cover the nerves still buzzing in my chest. “Shall we, milady?” I asked, offering my arm in an exaggerated gesture of chivalry, ready to escort her to class.

As we made our way from the university halls to the old campus, a crisp morning breeze tugged at our coats. Tall trees lined the path, casting long shadows across the cobblestones, while leaves cracked under our boots—withered and splintering, like tiny misfires. Leaving behind the sleek, contemporary architecture of the new campus, we moved toward the ivy-clad buildings of the old university grounds. It felt like we were stepping back in time. All around us, students hurried past, wide-eyed and buzzing with first-week energy. The sound of footsteps and distant conversations echoed through the secluded walkways and quiet courtyards, breathing life into stone. Even with everything hanging over us, something in the air still felt like a beginning.

After dropping Jess off, I crossed the courtyard at King’s College, alone again beneath the morning sky. Ancient stones whispered beneath my feet. Grand archways, marked with the university’s crest, stood tall—proud testaments to centuries past. The buildings themselves—part Gothic, part Renaissance—seemed to hum with legacy. On the edge of the lawn, stone scholars looked down at me. Immovable, unreadable, infinitely wiser than we’d ever be.

I stepped into the old lecture hall, the scent of aged wood hitting me first—dry, familiar, almost comforting. The floor groaned beneath my feet, every board seeming to announce my arrival. Above me, thick oak beams crisscrossed the ceiling, heavy and solid, like they’d been holding the room together for centuries. Light spilled through stained-glass windows in scattered patterns, catching on the polished benches and warming the space with a quiet glow. 

At the front stood the lectern—worn smooth by hands I could almost see, ghost gestures etched into its surface. The blackboard behind it was smudged with chalk dust, as if the room hadn’t quite let go of whatever had been said here last. The room buzzed with the shuffle of feet and the dull thump of heavy backpacks, punctuated by bursts of laughter from a corner where students jockeyed for the best seats. I’d barely had a moment to take it all in before a voice sliced through the low buzz of conversation. 

“Good morning, everyone,” she called, drawing every eye. “Welcome to Introduction to Social Psychology.”

Professor Baird didn’t just stand at the lectern. She commanded it. Despite her small frame, her presence filled the room. Her salt-and-pepper hair framed a face that could turn, in a blink, from dead serious to dryly amused. Like a dare, her bold red lipstick was impossible to ignore, and the geometric earrings sparked every time she moved. The lime-green blazer shouldn’t have worked, but somehow it did—oversized, loud, and perfectly matched with tailored trousers. It said she didn’t care what you thought, which made you want to impress her even more. Her gaze swept the room, fast and focused. It landed on me for a second longer than I expected. I sat up straighter.

“Please open your textbooks to page seven.”


      [image: ]As evening wrapped around the campus, I stepped out of the lecture hall and spotted Jess leaning against a grand bronze statue, eyeing the apple in its brassy hand like it held a secret. She flicked her half-smoked cigarette toward me. 

“Here. You look like you could use one,” she said, already lighting another. Her exhale curled into the cooling air.

“So, how was class?” I asked, accepting the offering.

Jess shrugged, smoke curling around her like a noose. “Yeah, it was fine. Nothing for the history books. What about yours, Freud?”

I exhaled, and couldn’t hold back the grin. “It was incredible. Professor Baird’s kind of a legend. I think this semester’s going to be amazing.”

Jess chuckled, looping her arm through mine. “Look at you, all smitten with your professor. What a cliché.”

We were halfway back to the halls when our conversation stopped—staring at a stark red poster nailed to the gate—CURFEW: 10 P.M. The bold lettering pulsed in the fading light, like it was bracing for a breach. I read aloud, but my voice slipped away. Jess’s grip tightened on my arm. 

The campus felt different after dark now. Security guards patrolled in pairs, torches cutting through the fog. Windows that used to glow with music and laughter stayed shuttered. Students moved in clusters, never alone, their conversations dropping to whispers when footsteps approached. The Ripper had done more than kill—he'd made the night itself feel hostile.

But fear has a half-life, especially at eighteen. The murder had shaken us, but the body's need for joy is relentless. For some, the Ripper was already becoming more campfire story than threat, something to shiver at, then shake off. And so the music kept playing, defiant and loud, as if volume alone could keep the dark at bay.

“Block C’s throwing a party tonight!” Jess said, eyes sparkling with eagerness. “And we’re so going.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she was already pressing a finger to my lips, her grin tilting just enough to say: don’t even try.


      [image: ]The promise of the night tugged us back toward the communal kitchen, our unofficial sanctuary, warm with noise and the smell of something half burned. These pre-party gatherings weren’t just routine; they were ours. A messy, buzzing ritual. Jess, Julian, Colin, the Sarahs, and me—crammed into a too-small space, passing bottles and shouting over music, bound together by cheap booze, nervous energy, and the wild sense that anything could happen. 

“Yo, Felix! Beer?” Colin called out as we walked in, his voice warm and easy, a smile already curling at the corners of his mouth. He stood there in a crisply ironed light blue polo that pulled just slightly across his shoulders, chinos slung low on his hips, so casual it bordered on unfair. I told myself to look away, but my gaze didn’t listen—drawn instead to the glint in his eye, the kind that made it feel like he already knew what I was thinking. And that grin: reckless, lopsided, like he’d gotten away with something and wanted me to guess what. 

Something flared in my chest, unsettling and electric. I nodded at his offer, and with a confident throw, he sent a can spinning my way, showcasing precision honed by years on the rugby field.

“Hey, watch it!” Blonde Sarah snapped, ducking just in time as the can sailed past. Her look tonight was strikingly different: hair falling in perfect curls, eyes accentuated with bold emerald shadow—a far cry from her usual unassuming appearance. Julian stood by the window, fiddling with a battered radio. Its ‘Top 40’ pop barely held its own against the bass thudding in from the courtyard. He mixed with the ease of someone who’d done it too many times to care, the liquid sloshing into flimsy plastic cups like muscle memory.

Within forty-five minutes, the kitchen had exploded into life. The air was charged with music, heat, and the buzz of something just about to tip over. Alcohol thrummed in our veins, loosening limbs and tongues. Laughter ricocheted off walls, mixing with the clink of bottles and voices rising over one another in half-shouted stories and friendly jabs.

“How about a game of Spin the Bottle?” Muddy Sarah slurred, swaying to the music’s tinny beats.

We quickly dropped into a circle, and Julian, his face split by a wide grin, claimed command. “Who’s up first?”

Hesitant glances. Nervous laughter. Then Jess raised her hand, cutting through the suspense like she was daring someone to stop her.

Julian passed her the bottle, eyes gleaming. “Thank you for your service, Jess.” He grinned around the circle. “Jess has got balls. Be more like Jess.” He turned back to her. “Give it a good spin now, love.”

The bottle whirled excitedly, blurring as it turned while we watched in held-breath anticipation. The group leaned in as it slowed, eyes tracking its every wobble. Finally, it stopped. The neck pointed—unmistakably—at Colin.

Julian grinned wildly, seizing the moment. “All right, my dear Colin. Truth or dare?” 

“Dare,” Colin said, his voice soaked in confidence. Around the circle, smirks spread.

Julian scanned the group. “I dare you to snog whoever it lands on next.”

The bottle spun—fast, feral—a blur cleaving through the air. As it slowed, everything else seemed to stop. Time dragged. Eyes fixed on the neck. It wobbled…teetered…then stopped, pointing at me. My pulse surged. Laughter snagged in my throat. I stared anywhere but at their eyes.

“Well then, Felix, shimmy on over,” Colin said with that easy grin of his. “Plant one on me.”

Colin lounged like he'd practised being unbothered, waiting for me to come to him. Of course he'd make me do the walking. The air pressed heavy with expectation as I rose from the circle, each step feeling like wading through jelly. My heart hammered, palms embarrassingly slick. My stupid fucking palms. I wiped them on my jeans, praying no one noticed. Every movement felt magnified, as if the room’s charged atmosphere turned simple actions into theatre. The space between us only grew heavier. Golden Boy. The phrase thudded in my skull, in time with every torturous step. Time slowed. I leaned in. My heartbeat roared in my ears, drowning out everything else. Colin met me halfway, lifting one hand in a slow-motion flourish to cradle my head. I should have laughed like the rest of the group. Instead, I burned. He drew me closer, close enough to catch his scent—soap and the faintest trace of washing powder and skin, like clothes just pulled off after practice. His jaw, though smooth-shaven, rasped against my skin, sparking every nerve ending alive. Then his lips found mine: softer, warmer than I’d imagined. Goosebumps raced across my arms as my breath caught. I started to pull back, but his grip held, firm yet gentle...guiding, not forcing.

Then his tongue brushed mine, slow and deliberate, testing, exploring. My eyes fluttered open in surprise, but I didn’t pull away. His breath was thick with humidity and the stale tang of soda left too long in the sun. The kiss deepened, an unspoken rhythm taking over, our bodies moving together like we’d known this dance for years. His hand slipped from the back of my head, trailing slow and aimless down my side before settling on my thigh—casual, like it meant nothing. But it sat there, warm and steady, and my body lit up like it knew better. His tongue slid deeper, slow but certain, coaxing mine into the flow. Heat spread low, thudding and aching, building under my jeans—pressing hard, painfully present. Impossible to ignore. Golden Boy. That’s all I could think —not the room, not the cheers —just this.

Jess’s laughter rang through the kitchen. “Jeez, boys, get a room already!”

For a moment—just a beat—a shadow crossed her face, something flickering behind her smile. But it vanished almost as quickly as it came, swallowed by the pulse of the music flooding the room again.

Heat climbed my neck, and I sank back into my seat, shifting awkwardly, trying to hide the obvious. I pulled my knees up, arms draped over them like it was the most natural thing in the world. Julian’s laugh rang out, brash and carefree. Meanwhile, I fought the flush rising fast, helpless against the way my body betrayed me without shame.

Julian bowed low with a dramatic sweep of his hand. “Another satisfied customer!” he proclaimed, milking the moment. “Who’s next?”


      [image: ]The party in Block C’s corridor pulsed with electric energy—a throbbing mix of sound and colour. Shimmering streamers shivered to the bass of oversized speakers. Abandoned cups and beer-soaked feather boas marked the remains of earlier revelry. The kitchen was a war zone, cluttered with beer kegs and bottles of neon-hued liquid that barely passed for booze. The air was sticky with sweat, weed, and a whiff of something sweet and artificial. Each step challenged us, shoes clinging to the tacky floor, littered with spilled liquids and stray bottle caps that dotted our path like debris along a riverbank. Doors stood wide open, propped with books, shoes, whatever was handy—offering glimpses of students mid-celebration. Some paired off, others in groups. 

“Looks like we’re going to lose each other in this crowd. Troops, disperse!” Colin bellowed over the noise.

The gentle buzz from my drinks softened my usual social anxiety, allowing me to navigate the crowded party with a confidence that didn’t quite feel like mine. As my new friends melted into the throng, I found myself at the far end of the kitchen, mixing rum and coke with a flat, lukewarm mixer that did little to chill the warm alcohol. Out of nowhere, a drunk rugger bugger juggling two beer bottles clumsily bumped into me, splashing my drink over the rim. He mumbled something like sorry and vanished back into the noise.

“Bet you ten quid he won’t remember any of that tomorrow,” remarked a voice behind me. I turned to see a petite girl with cropped blonde hair and a rainbow of glow sticks looped around her neck. “Sorry about the spill,” she said, her gaze dropping to the fresh spatter on my shirt.

I glanced down at the damp stain and shrugged. “This old thing?” I grinned. “Never liked it that much anyway.”

She introduced herself as Emma, a fellow Fresher from Newcastle. She’d followed someone here—“a secret lover,” she said with a wink—and talked about missing her family and friends back home. She studied maths and, like me, preferred quiet nights over rowdy crowds. We bonded fast—over cheesy ’80s horror flicks, late-night karaoke, and the mutual sense that neither of us quite belonged here. In classic drunken fashion, we vowed to become best friends.

Time slipped past until my watch jolted me—10:44 p.m. The curfew was long forgotten, the crowd dancing like they were daring the dark to catch them. I hugged Emma goodbye and stepped into the crush—heat, motion, and bass pressing in on all sides. The hallway twisted like something alive until I nearly collided with Colin, who greeted me with vodka-bright eyes and a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“Saw you chatting with that girl,” he slurred. “She’s cute. Think she likes you. You should make a move.”

I tried to steady my voice. “I…should?” 

“Yeah. Why not?” He shrugged.

I swallowed hard, feeling the tightness in my throat. “She’s got a boyfriend. Plus, I barely know her.”

“No time like the present, mate.” His gaze held mine, searching.

I bit down on my lower lip. Something passed between us—brief, electric—then his expression shifted, a shadow moving across his face.

“Sod this,” he muttered. “I need another drink.” 

He slipped away, the crowd swallowing him whole, like he’d never been there at all.


      [image: ]The buzzing dragged me out of sleep and straight into a nightmare. 

“Who’s there?” My voice cracked as the shadows thickened, gathering shape in the corners of the room. Was my mind fracturing?

The figure stood impossibly still, but its edges shimmered, as if resisting definition. Desperate, I tore the curtains open. Moonlight sliced the dark like a blade. It fell on Jess—but distorted. Twisted. Her body drowned in shadow. Her face warped beyond recognition. Eyes collapsed into void. Then her jaw unhinged. Empty sockets gaped. And the flies came. A torrent burst from her mouth, filling the air with their twitching wings. The sound roared—inside the room, inside my lungs, inside my skull—until reality drowned in their drone. When the scream finally tore out of me, it came from somewhere deeper than flesh.
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