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Past 

Location: Classified

The first one to survive was never meant to live.

From behind reinforced glass, Dr. Hardly watched a woman convulsing on the table. Her belly was split in a jagged surgical Y; eventually, her screams faded to silence—the body too broken, the mind already gone.

He welcomed the silence. The shrieks had been more nuisance than tragedy.

It was always like this. 

By the time they reached this stage, the subjects were less human than husk—stitched together with failing organs and flickering willpower, the dregs of something once alive.

This one’s pulse had flatlined six minutes ago. By all laws of biology, the fetus should have perished with her.

It hadn’t.

Deep beneath torn flesh and pooling blood, something still moved.

“Scalpel,” murmured a surgeon, Dr Jared Mask, his voice a breathless rasp.

An assistant passed it over, hands trembling. They all understood what this was. What it meant. What should have been impossible.

Jared cut deeper.

The woman’s abdomen shifted from the inside—stretching unnaturally, something beneath the surface pushing outward, fighting to escape.

Hardly leaned forward. Transfixed.

Then came the sound—wet, visceral. Through the jagged Y-cut in it’s mother’s belly, it clawed its way out.

No umbilical cord. No newborn wail. 

Just the slick, wet gasp of lungs inflating too quickly, too forcefully. Its skin was waxy and pale, threaded with delicate, blue veins spidering just beneath the surface.

Then, slowly and almost impossibly, it opened its eyes—an unearthly yet human presence stirring in the sterile light.

Not the hazy, unfocused gaze of a newborn. These eyes were something else entirely—void-black, vast and aware, drinking in the overhead lights instead of reflecting them. 

One assistant turned and vomited into his mask. Another backed into a tray of instruments, sending scalpels clattering to the floor. The thing turned its head toward the noise—slow, precise.

“God,” someone whispered. “God, no...”

The child smiled.

Not a shy twitch or a flicker of confusion. Not fear.

Just... a slow, knowing curve—calm and quiet, reaching out to find a guardian to imprint upon.

And then it moved.

The assistant didn’t even have time to scream. His chest crumpled inward with a sound like collapsing wood. Ribs snapped and punched through his skin, organs imploding as if crushed by invisible hands. He folded into himself, a grotesque sculpture of flesh and ruin.

Chaos erupted.

“Contain it!” someone howled. “Restrain it— now!”

The thing crawled from its mother’s corpse, slick with blood, dragging itself across the stainless-steel table. Tiny hands left crimson prints through the tangle of viscera.

Hardly didn’t blink. He didn’t flinch.

He watched in awe.

This wasn’t evolution or nature. This was divinity in motion.

And he—he—was its architect.

It took six armed personnel and a steel-reinforced containment shell to subdue the being. Even then, it didn’t scream or cry—not once. 

It merely watched them, its slick little body writhing against restraints like muscle memory wasn’t something it needed to learn, but something it had always possessed.

Even as it writhed with impossible strength, the sensors on the containment shell spiked wildly—systems compensating for an unseen deterioration. 

“Doctor, its cells seem to be burning themselves out; the same ability responsible for its rapid regeneration is eating away at its core!” one of the medical technicians informed Jared.

Nodding with hands still trembling, Jared backed away from the capsule, his voice low and urgent.

“Hardly... we can’t keep it out here like this. While powerful, its biology is already straining. Outside this controlled environment, its systems will start collapsing on themselves. That accelerated healing? It’s constantly fighting its own cellular decay. It needs cryogenic suspension if you want it to live more than a few hours.”

Hardly barely looked at him. His gaze was fixed on the dark eyes inside the containment shell.

“Alright. We’ll keep it alive in a cryogenic incubator,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Long enough to see what it becomes.”

The price of its creation was written into its very DNA.

Jared’s scrubs were soaked through, not just with blood, but sweat—cold, terrified sweat. 

“Ok. But this wasn’t supposed to happen this way,” he kept muttering—finally released, over and over. “We weren’t... it wasn’t viable. The host was compromised. The sequence wasn’t ready.”

Hardly barely heard him. He was focused on the thing inside the containment unit—now sealed in a transparent, pressurized incubator. 

It wasn't struggling. It wasn’t scared.

It was ...just  smiling.

Tiny teeth—not baby teeth. Needle-sharp, predatory. It blinked slowly—one eye at a time—deliberately, and its black eyes tracked Jared as he backed away from the table.

“It’s watching me,” the surgeon whispered, his voice shaking. “It knows me.”

Hardly turned to him, his voice flat and unrecognizable. “Of course it does! You created him!”

Jared stumbled cautiously, his eyes worried. “This isn’t what I signed up for, Hardly. This didn't work like my boys. This isn’t a child. This is—an abomination.”

Hardly tilted his head, studying the capsule. 

“An abomination?” he echoed, almost amused. “What’s an abomination is thinking we were ever in control of what we were building.”

“You’re talking like it was inevitable!”

Hardly’s gaze never left the capsule. “It was inevitable.”

Because this? This wasn’t a mistake. 

Not anymore. 

The other trials, the dead mothers, the malformed failures—they were refinements. Iterations on a blueprint he didn’t realize was divine until now.

Hardly’s eyes met the beings’—it was watching him now. He felt a ripple move through his chest. 

Not fear, no. Recognition.

It knew him too.

“Seal the wing,” he said, turning sharply. “No one in. No one out. This operation is to be moved underground immediately. Tell the board it was a success.”

Jared stared at him. “You want to leave it underground?”

“No.” Hardly smiled faintly. “I want to raise it.”
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Present

Location: Arnville | Falconridge University – Auditorium 6B

1102HRS

There was something undeniably unnerving about starting over. And yet, Dil had never felt more cautiously optimistic. 

Somewhere between high school graduation and signing his soul over to student debt, his dream of uncovering paranormal truth had been quietly shelved—replaced by the relentless grind of a physics curriculum and the unblinking reality of mandatory college credits.

He nervously hovered near the lecture hall doors, his frame more shadow than substance—like someone half-drawn into the world and left unfinished. 

Most of the students had already grouped off, voices tangled in easy conversation, as if this new beginning came naturally to everyone but him.

He felt the distance before he even stepped in. 

With copper-toned skin, a restless storm of ginger-blond curls stuffed beneath a too-large beanie, and a hoodie that hung like armor, he looked out of place. 

He looked like someone who belonged in a storm-chasing bunker decoding encrypted transmissions—not a freshman auditorium.

Falconridge University had a reputation for two of his favorite things: a top-tier applied physical sciences program and an unusually high number of ‘paranormal’ incidents. 

The ivy-draped campus looked charming enough from a brochure, but behind stone walls lived decades of unsettling rumors—disembodied voices echoing through dorms, shadows moving where no person stood, and students who vanished halfway through the semester without a trace. The pull to the institution was absolute.

And so naturally, Dil had applied the moment the portal opened.

His mother, ever the advocate for potential, insisted that his “gifts” couldn’t be wasted. She often quoted her psychiatrist—loudly and with great ceremony.

“Dr. Giles says gifted children must be challenged,” she’d say, usually while hovering over his shoulder with an application form and herbal tea. “You don’t want to be under stimulated, do you?”

His father, a man of logic with just enough love for chaos, offered a more strategic deal: enroll at Falconridge, and together they’d build a working prototype of a paranormal detection device—affectionately and somewhat ridiculously dubbed the Spectro Gizmo 3000.

Dil had agreed instantly.

With an IQ higher than the combined score of the student council—his own humble estimate—he applied to exactly one university and one program. When the guidance counselor had gently suggested a backup plan, he’d shrugged.

“Nah,” he’d said.

And just like that, as if the universe itself were playing along, he’d received a full academic scholarship to Falconridge’s Applied Physical Sciences track—home of ghost theorists, and lab rats with caffeine addictions.

At the time, it had felt like the perfect arrangement.

But now, seated alone in a cold auditorium surrounded by strangers, ghost rumors, and a course load that weighed heavier than his entire suitcase, Dil was beginning to question his choices.

Homesickness crept in at the edges like fog rolling under a locked door.

And for the first time in years, he felt something far more unfamiliar than fear.

He felt... unsure.

He tried to concentrate but his brain had long since checked out of the boring orientation lecture.

The professor up front was listing academic crimes in a tone so dry it could have been used as kindling. Plagiarism, lab safety, ethics in research—blah, blah, blah. 

Dil was halfway into a slump in the last row, his long legs stretched out like he was trying to sneak a nap without actually committing to it.

Instead, his mind drifted somewhere more exciting. Blood splatter patterns from murder locations... and that one time he’d trespassed on a crime scene to see some.

He hadn’t meant to break in. 

He’d just wanted a closer look at the blood pattern from the hallway—purely academic interest. 

The police had sealed off the apartment with yellow caution tape that fluttered in the air like a warning flag. Luckily, fate—or a careless cop—had left the door unlocked.

That night changed everything.

Instead of a great angle for his reference photos, he saw a middle-aged man with a knife lodged in his chest.

Dil had stood inside the crime scene, a forehead torch strapped firmly to his head, its beam cutting through the gloom as he knelt to photograph the blood spatter on the living room wall.

The air around him had turned inexplicably cold, a sharp contrast to the warmth that had filled the place earlier. It wasn’t just his imagination; the temperature seemed to drop with every movement he made.

As he angled for a better shot, a sudden chill swept past him, and his foot caught on a loose floorboard. He stumbled backward, the camera slipping from his grip, smashing against the hardwood with a sickening crack.

Cursing under his breath, Dil had rubbed his sore hand and glanced at the Spectro Gizmo 3000 clipped to his belt. The device was beeping softly—an odd, persistent signal he hadn’t expected. After all, in every test run and late-night build session with his dad, the Gizmo had never fully worked beyond faint, unreliable readings—nothing close to a confirmed detection—until now.

Dil swallowed hard; somewhere beyond the shadows, he sensed a presence watching.

As he steadied his breath and clicked the silencer on the Spectro Gizmo, a shape began to coalesce near the far corner—a translucent figure, barely solid, but unmistakably human. The man’s face was pale and drawn, eyes hollow yet burning with something fierce.

Dil’s breath hitched. The ghost’s voice, barely more than a whisper, filled the cold air.

“You have to tell them,” it urged, voice trembling yet urgent. “Tell everyone about the affair. My boss and wife killed me for my life insurance. They staged a break-in.”

Dil’s fingers tightened around the broken camera. “Nobody is going to believe me.”

The apparition pointed a trembling finger toward the loose floorboard that tripped him. “There’s evidence. Proof. Photos and messages hidden under there... Take it all to the police.”

Heart pounding, Dil moved to pry up the floorboard, revealing a small, weathered box. Inside lay damning letters, photos, and text messages—the truth wrapped in paper.

If he could find one ghost, he figured, then maybe he could find more. And find more he did. Too many, honestly.

By the last count, Dil had communicated with over five hundred spirits. 

Most were disappointments—disembodied souls stuck in endless loops of complaints and unfinished business:

“Please help me find my wedding ring!”

“Scatter my ashes at Niagara Falls—it was our honeymoon spot.”

“Tell my kids I love them... unless they sold my house. In that case, don’t.”

For a while, he tried to help. It felt noble bridging the gap between worlds, bringing justice and closure to the restless but the endless whining wore him down. What made it worse was that sometimes, some ghosts had gaps in their memories and couldn’t remember anything.

Ghosts weren’t mysteries anymore. 

They were just customer service tickets in the afterlife.

Slowly, he’d shifted from paranormal investigator to grief counselor with a ghost hotline.

No thanks!

And that was why he’d come to Falconridge—not to whisper messages to the dead, but to dissect them. He’d shelved the Spectro Gizmo with all its tearful ghost confessions for months now. He resolved to pull it back out on the first day of school to begin collecting publishable data and identify patterns of measurable energy. Hopefully it would help him figure out the ‘molecular why’ behind the ‘paranormal what’. 

And Falconridge, rumored to sit dead-center on a magnetic leyline, was the perfect lab.

But until he could start that study, he had to be here: trapped in a mandatory orientation lecture, under flickering fluorescent lights that buzzed like they were trying to kill him of boredom. 

The room smelled like dust and ambition, and the classmates around him looked painfully fresh-faced and normal; not a single one looked like they’d survived a haunting.

Then—

BANG.

The lecture hall doors burst open like someone had kicked them off their hinges.

Heads turned. A few gasps broke the silence. Even the professor froze on stage mid-sentence, eyebrows halfway to his hairline, as if trying to decide whether this warranted a genuine emergency stop to the induction lecture.

A girl burst in. 

She was barely five feet tall with sun-kissed blonde hair in a loose braid. Her arms were full of textbooks and a precariously balanced iced frappuccino. She made it three steps in before the cup slipped.

It hit the ground with a slap, splashing cold caramel and whipped cream across her shorts, her tank top, the freshly polished floor, and the corner of the banner. Pamphlets flew. A cardboard “Welcome New Student” sign went airborne.

She gasped—sharp, loud, and a little too high-pitched. “Oh my God, I’m so—so sorry!” she said, crouching with a handful of crumpled napkins that did nothing but smear the mess wider.

Silence swept through the room. All eyes turned to her, including the professor’s.

Someone in the crowd whispered, “Wait, is that...?” 

Then, with a sigh so subtle it might have been part of the air conditioning, the professor  cleared his throat and simply resumed his presentation, pointedly ignoring the sticky chaos unfolding by the door.

Dil grimaced from secondhand embarrassment.

The girl scanned the rows, spotted the empty seat next to him through winced eyes, and made a beeline. Her sticky bag slid across the floor and knocked into Dil’s leg as she dropped into the seat.

“Is this seat taken?” she asked, even though she was already in it.

In response, Dil’s bag began to vibrate. Not softly nor discreetly. It shook like something inside was trying to claw its way out urgently.

His stomach dropped. The Spectro Gizmo 3000 was only supposed to vibrate like this when it detected a Level 10 paranormal entity.

And Level 10 meant something massive. Something dangerously powerful.

He stared at his backpack in disbelief, then dug the device out, turning it over in his hands as if seeing it for the first time. It had never done more than emit the normal “GHOST NEARBY”.

But this?

This was something else entirely.

The girl beside him was still blotting at her coffee-streaked tank top with increasingly damp napkins, muttering apologies to no one in particular. 

She looked familiar, like he’d seen her before. 

Or maybe not. 

Maybe she just had that generic pretty-girl look. She stood out like someone who’d taken a wrong turn to a pep rally and landed in the wrong building—maybe even the wrong timeline. Her klutzy, cartoon-sunny demeanor hardly screamed science faculty, let alone the nerd quadrant.

Zzz zzz zzz.

Dil’s eyebrows were now knit together. After months without a ghost hunt, the Spectro Gizmo was more decoration than detector.

But here it was, quaking hard enough to make the air hum.

He stared at the screen:

LEVEL 10 SUPERNATURAL PRESENCE DETECTED

And yet... No cold spots. No eerie whispers. No floating figures loitering near the ceiling. Just the sharp scent of caramel and coffee.

Dil began to suspect that something supernatural was clinging to the girl beside him.

“Is that a VR headset?” the girl asked.

Dil tried to muffle the device under his backpack. “It’s a—uh—paranormal detector.”

Her eyes lit up. “You mean, like... ghosts?!”

Zzz zzz zzz.

It buzzed louder. Dil winced.

The way the human glitter-bomb beside him seemed thrilled about the situation was unnerving.

With wide blue eyes and caramel syrup glistening on her elbow, she turned to him. “Wait—did you make that?”

“I’m an inventor,” he added weakly, hoping it sounded cool. It didn’t.

Zzz zzz zzz.

“My dad’s an inventor too!” she chirped, pulling a muffin from her tote like they were having brunch. “Science-y stuff. Chemicals and lab coats... beakers.”

Dil blinked. “My dad’s an inventor too.”

She leaned in with mock suspicion, raising an eyebrow. “Do we have the same dad?”

He laughed despite himself. Then noticed a student representative glaring in their direction and weaving through the rows toward them.

Great. Kicked out on day one.

Dil frantically jammed at the off switch. The buzzing only got angrier. The thing was jammed. Glowing. Fully possessed.

Zzz zzz ZZZ.

“Gimme,” coffee girl said, holding out her hand.

He gawked at her. “Lady, this thing’s made from military-grade metal. You can’t just—”

Zzz zzz ZZZ.

Before he could finish, she snatched it, popped it open like a soda can, and crushed the vibrating core between her fingers with ease.

Silence. Not a scratch on her.

Dil stared. “How did you do that?”

A sweet but helpful smile plastered across her face; "I do pilates." 

He didn’t blink, he couldn’t.

And now Dil was suddenly very awake.
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Present

Location: Arnville | Falconridge University – East Quad

Dil stumbled out of the auditorium as if he’d just been exorcised, his eyes squinting against the daylight like a bat booted from its cave. The mandatory induction lecture had bludgeoned his neurons into mush. Two full hours of academic integrity and thesis formatting protocols had left his brain feeling like scrambled cable.

He tugged at his hoodie, trying to ground himself in nature. Trees, present. Sky, still blue. The faint hum of conversation floated from across the quad, accompanied by laughter and the scent of fresh grass. 

All very normal. 

Dil was scanning the path ahead when he saw her jogging toward him, moving with the kind of confidence that didn’t ask for attention but pulled it in anyway. 

It took him a second to realize who she was. 

The pigtails were gone and she wore less color than the media usually showed. But once the pieces clicked—Raye Marsh, global icon, childhood superhero, tabloid regular—his stomach did something weird. 

She paused to greet a small group of fans, signing a notebook and giving someone a side hug and a selfie before continuing toward him. 

When her eyes met his, she smiled and waved like they already knew each other.

“So, we’re officially best friends now,” she beamed. “I helped you dismantle your toaster, and you saved me from my iced coffee tragedy.”

Dil blinked. “I saved you?”

She nodded solemnly. “Absolutely.”

He gave a small, involuntary chuckle. “Right.”

He wasn’t the “best friends” type—emotional intimacy ranked just below skydiving without a parachute on his list of pastimes. But her disarming sincerity, though cartoonishly intense, made it hard to keep his walls up.

She adjusted her bag with a flourish. “So what’s your major? Let me guess... Paranormal robotics? Quantum macrame?”

“Physics,” he said, mildly defensive.

Her whole face lit up “Amazing! That’s like trying to explain how the universe works. You must be Einstein level smart.”

Dil shrugged, feeling himself flush. “It’s not that impressive.”

“Well, I think it’s cool,” she said seriously, like he’d recited poetry in an ancient language.

“And you?” he said slowly, uncomfortable with the compliment. “What are you studying?”

She grinned, entirely unfazed. “Vetenarian science. I love animals. Always have. I can talk to them, you know? I get them.”

He nodded, intentionally ignoring her goofy quip about talking to animals.

They drifted across the quad in easy rhythm, a comfortable silence broken only by her narrating her dream: an animal sanctuary tucked among rolling hills, filled with free-range goats and rescued creatures finding refuge.

Dil stole glances as she spoke, her enthusiasm oddly grounding.

She painted the vision so vividly he could see it—green pastures, grateful animals bleating and barking under her chaotic sunshine leadership.

They wandered through the Orientation Week showcase with the same aimless energy as everyone else—half-curious, half-bored—drifting past tables stacked with flyers, tote bags, and branded water bottles.

One booth stood out—sleek, metallic, too polished for a college fair. A bright digital banner flashed above it:

“BRIGHTMIND™ — EVOLVE YOUR MIND. TRANSFORM YOUR LIFE.”

The subtext scrolled underneath in a more insistent font:

“Karl your degree. Boost your stamina. Expand your lifespan. Become your best self.”

“Of course they’re selling brain chips,” Dil muttered, squinting at the display like it personally offended him. “What happened to good old-fashioned caffeine and self-loathing?”

Raye picked up a tri-fold brochure. It was heavier than expected, printed on that glossy, expensive paper reserved for luxury sedans and cult recruitment. 

“Listen to this,” she read aloud. “‘Enhance your memory retention, optimize muscle efficiency, slow cellular aging, and sharpen cognitive precision—all in one painless neural chip.’”

“Who needs optimized muscle efficiency?” Dil asked, visibly disturbed. “You’re studying law. Not leading an apocalypse battalion.”

Raye giggled.

A peppy volunteer gestured them toward the table. “Would you like a free consultation scan? It’s non-invasive and only takes thirty seconds. Plus, you get a pen!”

Dil took the pen with a cautious hand, like it might explode. “Well, that changes everything.”

“It’s the next frontier of human evolution,” she chirped. “Not just smarter—stronger. You don’t have to be a superhero to want more energy or better reflexes. It’s not about cheating. It’s about catching up.”

“Catching up to what?” Raye asked before she could stop herself.

The rep just smiled wider and offered them some papers “We’re here every Saturday and Sunday if you change your mind.”

“A pen and existential dread. Neat,” Dil scoffed.

At the next table, they grabbed name tags from a sloppy pile. Raye wrote her name with the BrightMind pen—quickly, neatly—and slapped the sticker onto her chest without fanfare.

Dil glanced at the tag and couldn’t help the way his eyebrows lifted. Even though he already knew who she was, there was still something surreal about seeing the name written in her own loopy handwriting.

“Is that a stage name?” he asked, deadpan but teasing.

She smirked, not even looking up. “Real name.”

“I figured. I mean, I guess I just thought maybe it was a nickname that stuck. Like one the media gave you.”

“Nope,” she said, popping the pen into her back pocket. “Raye. Born with it. Judge me later.”

Of course, Raye Marsh—an internationally recognized superhero, part of the ultra-powerful trio that once reduced a criminal armada to nothing on live television before snack time. Along with her sisters Rose and Sunny, she had been part of the world-saving group since highschool. Posters, breakfast cereals, biopics.  They weren’t just superheroes—they were cultural landmarks.

And yet, in this moment, Raye was just a girl collecting a campus tote bag and scowling at a crooked button pin. She didn’t carry herself like someone famous. No entourage, no designer sunglasses, no hovering drones. Just some worn Converse, second-day curls, and a mouthful of free bubblegum.

“University’s weird,” Dil muttered.

She glanced over. “Yup.”

He was still processing the name when her phone buzzed sharply. She glanced down and her entire demeanor shifted. The teasing grin faded and her fingers froze mid-movement.

“What is it?” he asked.

But she didn’t answer. 

The world had fallen out from under her expression. Whatever was on that screen had just cracked her clean down the middle.

Dil noticed instantly. “Hey... what’s wrong?”

She didn’t respond. Didn’t move. Just stared at the phone like it had turned to stone in her hand.

Then, barely above a whisper: “My sister...”

Dil’s stomach dropped. 

“What about her?” he asked, gently.

She opened her mouth to answer, but no words came. Then: “She’s just... killed herself.”

Dil went completely still. His mind scrambled for something—anything—useful to say, but his brain had short-circuited. 

Raye swayed slightly. Her breathing turned ragged and her hands shaking so badly the phone dropped into the grass with a soft thud. 

Then her knees buckled.

Dil reached out instinctively, catching her before she collapsed fully. 

​
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Present

Location: Arnville | Marsh Residence

1446HRS

When Raye opened her eyes, the ceiling above her blurred in and out of focus. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was—or who she was, for that matter. It felt like waking from a terrible dream only to realize the nightmare hadn’t ended; it had just followed her into the daylight.

Her limbs felt like they’d been filled with lead. Even blinking took effort. Her head throbbed in slow pulses, each beat a dull reminder that something’s wrong.

She inhaled, and the lavender hit her—familiar, soft, nostalgic. Home. She was in her childhood bedroom. The walls still bore the faded traces of the pastel mural she and her sisters had painted in the 6th grade one chaotic Saturday. Rose insisted on color theory, Sunny made everything blue, and Raye had just wanted to draw stars and jellyfish.

A cracked Polaroid sat on her nightstand: the three sisters mid-flight, Sunny throwing a rude gesture at the camera, Raye mid-laugh, Rose glaring at them both.

And there, nestled in the crook of her arm, was Rabbit. Good old Rabbit, the animal plush she hadn’t let go of for nearly a decade. His little felt eyes were almost rubbed off, and one paw was barely holding on by a thread. 
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