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With the flick of the light switch, the room disappeared into darkness. Zach stepped towards the door and opened it a crack, letting the light from the hallway flood across his room. The light fell onto his bed. He paced over, following the line that separated the lit path from the shadows, then he climbed into bed. The room was cool from the late autumn breeze. The moon outside his window was just a subtle glow, compared to the intense beam of light from the hallway.

He rolled over on his side as his mother peeked her head into the room. “Goodnight, Honey,” she told him, as she told him every night. 

“Goodnight,” Zach murmured, though he didn’t know if she could understand him. It didn’t really matter. He said the same thing every night, too.

She closed the door, shutting off his room from the precious light and leaving only a yellow line that touched the door with the carpet. Zach opened his eyes wide. He couldn’t see anything except the faded glow-in-the-dark stickers on the ceiling. He put them up there when he was younger, as part of a second grade project. He would have taken them down by now, but they were still cool to look up at in the brief moment before his eyes adjust to the dark

The moon was brighter now. The pale blue drifted into his room, resting on his white sheets and wide-open eyes. His carpet looked brighter now. The tall, wooden pattern of his closet door loomed over him. His old, shelved stuffed animals seemed to triple in size under the moonlight, but he could barely see the faces on the rock band posters on his walls. He breathed in deeply and heard his own sigh, loud in the silence.

Then he heard it. It was a sound, a creaking sound, much like the sound of the wooden floor as people walk by in the hallway, only it was coming from inside his room. Zach held his breath and listened. He probably just heard it wrong. He hoped he heard it wrong. It was just someone walking by outside.

His blood turned cold as a long, steady creak erupted from under his bed. His breathing turned short and fast and his heart rate tripled. There was something in there. He should have gotten up. He should have gotten up and ran outside the room and into the yellow, lit hallway. But he didn’t. It didn’t make sense. There was nothing under his bed. He was too old for this. But there was something, he heard it. 

He imagined how the conversation would go with his mother and decided to stay in bed. He was in fifth grade. His older brother would never stop making fun of him. He would find out, somehow. But what was it then?

Zach let go of the edge of the blanket and sat up. It was cold in the room. He wanted to wrap himself up again, but he had to see what was making the noise. He put both of his hands at the edge of the bed and let his legs dangle off the other side. He leaned over slowly, letting his head sink lower and lower towards the floor. It was too dark underneath there. He could only see shadows of clothes and old toys and whatever else he had rejected over the years. He didn’t see anything moving. He didn’t see anything alive.

Then he saw something on the other side. The blanket was draped over the other side of the bed, so he couldn’t quite see what it was. It looked just like the shadows of the curtains blowing in the breeze, but he had kept the window closed tonight. He didn’t want to think of what it was. He didn’t want to move. Something was moving on the other side of the bed.

He barely heard a sound as it attacked. Long, cold fingers wrapped around his ankles with in one quick clasp. Steel bristles protruded into the bare skin. He tried to scream but he his whole body was wrenched upward at the ankles and flipped over on top of his covers. He blinked once and there was a clammy hand on his mouth. It wasn’t a hand, it was a paw, or a claw. The steel bristles scratched his mouth, digging the blood out of his gums. His nostrils were pressed against the surface. It was the smell of wildlife. It was the bear exhibit at the zoo.

The head sank lower towards him, its silhouette framed against the moonlight. He couldn’t tell what it was. It wasn’t human. The head was large, with fur and what looked like horns. He couldn’t see the face. The eyes were only two dark shadows against black. It leaned closer, letting its rancid, hot breath warm Zach’s face. It only let him try to scream for a moment.

Zach felt his body thrown into the air and his face plant itself into the floor. There was still that hand on his face. It was covering his nose now. He couldn’t breath. He couldn’t think. His feet were underneath the bed, being pulled in by the creature. He raked the carpet with his fingers, but his nails only dug into the soft curls. He wanted to cry. He wanted to take time to figure out what was going on but there was none. He only had a few moments left as his body disappeared underneath the bed.

The sun spilled in through the classroom windows, spreading a warm glow onto the twenty-four desks inside. Ryan sat in the back row, looking over some drawings he made the day before. There was one of a horse. It ran through a field of tight pen marks, what he’d learned was called cross-hatching. There was one of a dragon with tiny scales he drew as Mrs. Simmons went over Columbus in social studies. The last one he had spent the most time on.

It was a troll. It crawled up the blue lines of his notebook paper, looking over its shoulder at him. Its eyes were large, with a primal stare, like a wide-eyed owl at night. Its devious smile gripped two lower fangs. An upturned nostril was squashed against its flat face. A mane wavered around two curled horns, then stretched down its back and then to its ankles. Its hands were huge, with wiry fingers and sharp hair that clumped at every nook and cranny. It waited on the paper, ready to come alive.

The door opened and Mrs. Simmons poked her head through. Though her skin was usually pale, she looked worse today. She was tense, grinding her teeth together. The orange sun did little to lighten up her skin. Something was wrong. The entire class could sense it in a moment.

She walked carefully to the front of the classroom, by her desk. She almost paused several times, as if she forgot where her desk was. As she leaned against the front edge, she moved her fingers around, trying to find something for them to touch.

She told them class would be cancelled for the day. No one in the class cheered. They usually would have, but they could tell that something else was happening. She told them there were police officers there and they have reason to believe that Zach was kidnaped.

A small gasp and a few whispers traveled through the room as all of the heads turned towards Zach’s empty desk. It was right next to Ryan’s. No one knew what to say. Ryan felt a cold lump emerge in his chest.

Police officers came into the classroom a few minutes later. They read a list of names, kids that needed to stay for questioning. They asked if any of the names they didn’t call knew anything about what was happening. They wanted a reason that he would have run away, or if there was anyone who talked to them at recess. No one said anything. Zach wasn’t the type to run away. His parents let him do anything.

The class was still silent as they gathered their things and left the classroom. Ryan usually didn’t talk to anyone anyway, but now he didn’t even notice. He had just talked to Ryan yesterday, sort of. It wasn’t as much of a talk as it was a fight, and it wasn’t as much of a fight as it was just getting beat up.

He’d hated Zach for several years now. It seemed to happen every month. Ryan would turn the wrong corner at school and run into Zach and Steve. He’d say the wrong things and then get shoved a little bit. Then one of them would really punch him and rip his backpack off and throw it as far as they could. Then they’d push him to the floor and kick him a few times.

Ryan rubbed his chest. Yesterday, Zach had been wearing his new boots. Even though he felt bad about it, a small part of him was glad that he was missing. He didn’t have to worry about turning the wrong corner as he walked to the bus. It was scary, though, that he’d been kidnaped. If it happened to Zach, it could have happened to anyone.


Ryan trudged up the stairs to his bedroom. He had let his backpack fall loose at the bottom of the stairs. His mother wasn’t home yet. It had been such a strange day. He pushed his bedroom door open and stepped inside.

The blinds were closed, giving his room a red glow. His mother had decorated each of their bedrooms, giving each of his siblings a color theme. His was green. His blankets were green. His carpet was green. His closet door was green, but the window blinds were red. When he closed them, the light filtered through as a red color and turned his whole room a rustic brown. He had his blinds closed often.

He moved to his desk and sat down, pushing to the side a few piles of neatly folded laundry that his mother did that morning. She organized them by day of the week. That was another thing that Zach made fun of him for.

He let his fingertips tap the desk. He had several drawings that he was working on that he could try and finish. He opened his drawer and rummaged through the papers. When he came across a particular drawing, he froze. He had never seen it before. He pulled it out of the drawer and set it on the desk for him to look at, turning on the green-shaded lamp by his head.

It was a drawing of the troll, the same one he had done in class. It was leaning against a bed, looking directly into Ryan’s eyes. It looked even more realistic than it had before. It was surreal. The claws were placidly resting together and its knees were slightly bent against the green bed covers that it sat on. Ryan had never given it colors, but in the drawing it had dark, purplish skin and brown fur. The fur on its claws was silver. 

There was something strange about the picture, something familiar. His stomach up to his throat, but he didn’t know why. Ryan looked at the surroundings. Then he realized. Everything in the room was green.

“Hello Ryan,” a voice said behind him.

His heart jumped several feet. His fingers clenched the corners of the desk in surprise. A cold surge swept through his body and adrenaline pumped his heart beat and gave him chills. Ryan didn’t want to turn around, though he knew what was there. He didn’t want to face his bed, but he did. Slowly, he twisted to face the other side of his room.

The troll was there, sitting as it had in the picture. It looked into his eyes, although shadows seemed to cover them so he couldn’t see them exactly. It grinned at Ryan with a toothy grin. It knew he was terrified. It seemed to have been sitting there forever, just waiting. None of it made sense.

“You’re...” Ryan managed to stutter.

“I’d like to compliment your penmanship,” the troll said smoothly. “Your drawings fascinate me.” It smiled deeper, showing a few more of its sharp teeth.

“You’re not real,” Ryan finished.

“Aren’t I?” It still smiled and waited.

Ryan shook his head, but he couldn’t look away.

“Zach thought so,” the troll finished, cocking its head to one side, but holding onto its stare.

Now Ryan looked down at the carpet. “You... killed Zach?” he asked cautiously.

“Not I,” the troll said, gesturing to the desk. It continued to smile.

Ryan looked at the desk. There were two more drawings there. He picked them up and noticed that his fingers were shaking.

One of the drawings was also of a bed. A boy was lying across it, stretching his body to look underneath. His feet were dangling off the other side. The troll stood by his feet with that same smile. His hands were outstretched by the ankles, ready to grip. The eyes didn’t look at the boy, but at Ryan instead. It was unnerving. Ryan looked at the boy in the picture. He had short, wavy hair, light hair.

“This is Zach?” Ryan asked, without taking his eyes off the picture. He could see the troll nod his head in the corner of his eye.

Ryan flipped over to the next picture. There were no windows in this one. In a bed by a bare wall, a boy was lying with wide-eyes. He had dark, straight hair and glasses that rested on a bedside table. It was Steve, Zach’s best friend. Behind him, the troll waited. One of its hands was outstretched towards Steve’s mouth, ready to cuff his face. The other hand was up against its lips, motioning for Ryan to be quiet. Again, it stared into his eyes with that same smile.

“Why are you doing this?” Ryan asked, lifting his chin to see the troll.

It just smiled. “Am I?” The troll waited for a moment, then shook his head. Its forehead swung back and forth like a pendulum, but its eyes were still locked onto his. “I didn’t draw those drawings,” it said simply.

Now Ryan shook his head. “Then who did?”

The troll bounced off the bed quickly and took a cautious step towards Ryan. “It wasn’t Zach,” it said with a twist of irony at the corner of his smile. “It wasn’t Steve,” he continued, crouching low to the ground for a moment.

With three swift steps, it sailed across the room towards Ryan, pulling the distance between them to within a few inches. The troll was bigger than he looked from across the room. His large frame was crouched low next to Ryan, close enough to feel the warmth coming off its skin. Ryan could smell its breath. Its owl eyes were huge, reflecting the lamp light. They were solid, reptilian. He felt a few of its wild hairs brush against his forehead. He had to look at the teeth, its smile. There were probably still pieces of Zach, caught on the fangs beneath the Troll’s lips.

“It was you,” the troll said with a growl.

Ryan shook his head, but stood mesmerized. His eyes watched the fangs, two solid tusks that could puncture and rip a body to shreds.

“Ryan,” said the troll. Ryan switched his gaze to the eyes. He looked at the reflection in the lamplight, watching a boy look back at him. Then the boy was writing, scribbling onto a scrap piece of paper at his desk.

“Do you want Steven to die?”

Ryan watched the boy look up from the paper and stare at himself in the mirror. What did he want? Steve was Zach’s friend. He had done as much to him as Zach had. Ryan shook his head. “I don’t want you to kill anyone,” he told the troll. His voice shook as he spoke, dimming down near the end.

“Is that so?” The troll’s smile faded for a moment, and then he livened his grin.

“Please,” Ryan started. “Just stop.”

“We’ll see.”

The troll lifted himself and stepped backwards towards the bed. With each step, its shoulders sagged, ready to launch itself in any direction. Ryan stood frozen, watching him move away. He swore that he could hear a guttural laugh break from the monster’s lips.

That morning, Ryan had been first in line to come in at the opening bell and first to get in the classroom. He sat down at his desk and read the blackboard. They were supposed to write about something they did on their last family vacation and compare it to the voyage Columbus took across the Atlantic Ocean.

Ryan pulled out his notebook and started flipping through pages to get to the last entry. All along the border of the text, his little doodles covered the white in black ink. He looked at a few of them. Some of them were the pre-designs of the troll. There were several faces on the borders. The troll had no horns in some, but no mane in others. It had top fangs in some, but lower fangs in others. It progressed until the last few entries, where the final design took shape. It was a beautiful design.

As Ryan flipped to the last entry, something fell out. It was a piece of paper, folded in half. The rest of the class was filing in, filling up the seats around him. Ryan picked up the half sheet and felt strange for a moment, as if he already knew this was going to happen, but he didn’t put anything in his journal that wasn’t already drawn in the margins.

He unfolded the paper and locked his eyes onto the drawing. It was the drawing he drew yesterday, the one he had slipped into a folder the day before. It was of Steve in his bed. The troll was smiling behind Steve with his claw on his lips.

Ryan looked up from the drawing and looked at Steve’s desk across the room. He hadn’t come inside yet. He looked up at the front of the class. Mrs. Simmons wasn’t there yet either. He looked back at the drawing. It was the same one he had put in the folder. How had it gotten out? He rummaged through his backpack and found the folder. More kids had come inside and were sitting down. Another quick glance at Steve’s desk and he still wasn’t there yet.

The entire class was sitting now. Everyone was there except Zach and Steve. It didn’t make sense. It was only pretend, only a few drawings that Ryan had made after he found out about Zach. The whole class waited for what seemed like forever, all of them remembering how something similar had happened only a few days before.

The sun was gleaming through the windows, casting an orange glow on the desks. The door opened with a creak, revealing Steve’s pale face. His eyes were red. Behind him, two police officers followed.

It was recess and most of the kids were trying to play normally, as if Zach hadn’t disappeared and everyone wasn’t thinking of him. A shallow haze of fear hung over the playground, every child looking over their shoulder for the stranger who kidnapped Zach. Ryan held him in his backpack. Most of the drawings were stored away in a folder, while the rest of them lay in the margins of his notebooks.

While moving along the blue-shadowed walls of the school, Ryan brushed his shoulders against the wall. He walked by himself, glancing to the basketball courts every minute or so to see if anyone was watching. He turned the corner and stopped for a moment, then walked on. Steve was sitting a few feet away, on the pavement with hiss knees pulled up to his chest. He was looking out into the field. A few of their classmates were playing some kind of ball game.

Ryan stopped by Steve, but didn’t sit down. “Hi Steve,” he said.

Steve didn’t answer, except for a slight roll in his eyes.

“Why were you late this morning?” It was all Ryan could think to say. He wanted to be friendly now, probably just because he could. Maybe it was just because he was glad to see him alive.

“Go away,” Steve finally said. 

Ryan shook his head, even though Steve wasn’t looking. “Just wondering,” he told him.

“I said ‘go away’,” Steve said again.

“Somebody said that a guy came up to you and Zach last week,” Ryan suggested. He knew that it wasn’t true. “Is that what happened?”

Steve jumped up, breathing hard like he was angry. He shoved Ryan against the brick wall, pushing him until he fell over and skinned his knee on the pavement. “Why won’t you just leave me alone?” He walked away to the field, stepping into the loose sunlight.

Ryan stayed in the blue-shadows. He got up once Steve left. He knew better than to get up right away while Zach or Steve were still there. He brushed the dirt off his knee and leaned against the wall, watching him walk towards the ball game. He only felt a small chill run down his back as he realized that he wasn’t alone.

“Do you still want him to live?” the voice said from above.

He turned his neck and looked up the brick wall. Just as he climbed the blue bars in his notebook, the troll graced the wall with its claws, gripping to the flat surface like a sloth to a tree branch. The brown fur blew slightly in the breeze, reflect the little sunlight, even though they were both in the dark shadow of the building.

“I thought it was a dream,” Ryan said, turning back towards the field.

Though he was looking away, he could still see the troll smile as it lowered its large body onto the pavement behind him. “I’m real,” it whispered into his ear.

Ryan refused to look. He wasn’t going to be afraid. “You told me that you would kill Steve,” he said simply, as if that proved its nonexistence.

“Would you like me to kill him?”

He shook his head.

“There lies the problem, then,” the troll said, inching closer to his back. A wryly hand stuck itself on his shoulder. Ryan could feel the bristles prick his skin through his shirt. The tips of the claws tapped around his shoulder bone. “I need to eat, Ryan.”

Ryan turned around, stepping backwards and letting the troll’s hand fall to its side. “What are you saying?”

The troll’s smile hung limp for a moment and Ryan could see the malicious animal that this creature truly was. “I may eat you, Ryan.” It wasn’t a threat. It was an observation.

Ryan stepped back until his heels hit the wall. “You can’t,” he ordered, louder than he thought. “I made you. I created you.”

The smile returned. The troll stepped towards him, its body falling out of the shadows and into the sunlight. Its grey fangs now gleamed ivory. The silver of its paws shown like bristly needles. “But I can’t be undone,” it said as it took the last steps.

Ryan looked out into the field. Why wasn’t anyone seeing this?

“One of you will die,” the troll told him, opening its jaws briefly to let Ryan see the gaping hole of his throat. He imagined his body being mashed into pieces and crammed inside. He knew that Zach’s body was still in there. “Perhaps we will meet again tonight?” The troll added, a slight chuckle emerging from the hole. It was a laugh fueled off of Zach’s body. Then it was gone.

Ryan found himself sitting cross-legged on the pavement, holding the drawing in his hand. Steve was lying in bed, the troll’s ugly claw still up against its smiling lips. Ryan tore the drawing in half, then he tore it again. When he was finished, the drawing was just a weak shred of papers. There would be no troll tonight. Nothing would happen.

It wasn’t long until Ryan found a pen and paper and started to draw again. He ran up the stairs after school and quickly pulled out his supplies. The pencils were already sharpened. There erasers were clean. All he had was lined paper, but that would have to do. He had the images in his head, he just needed to put them down on paper. They needed to be nice.

He glanced up at the green clock on the dresser. It was 3:14. He had four or five hours until sunset. Unless he finished in time, the troll might come for him. He made the first mark on the paper and started to draw Steve. He would be lying in a bed, just like he had in the other picture. The minutes started to pass with each stroke of his pencil. The clouds passing by made long shadows through his window that reached outward towards his desk. They moved quickly, or maybe he was just imagining things.

Steve had longer, dark hair. His glasses were resting on the table side next to him. He was nervous, scared. All he could think about was Zach. He was alone in the room. There would be no troll in this drawing. There would be only Steve, staring at the blank walls of his lonely room. He was going to die and he didn’t suspect a thing.

Next drawing. Ryan looked up at the clock. It was 4:02. He thought he heard a noise and jolted his head around to the window. A squirrel chased another squirrel in the tree. Everything is bloodthirsty around him. The sun was still high, although the clouds were still gathering. Ryan didn’t have time to look outside. He started to mark up the next paper.

Steve thought he heard something move. He slapped his glasses on and looked around him. There was nothing he could see and he felt childish. He felt stupid. Ryan made a careful outline of the troll in the background. He didn’t draw any of the details. It was a shadow, only an image of what would come. Steve set the glasses back on the table and settled into bed.

Ryan ran his fingers through his hair and looked at the clock. It was 4:57. He heard the front door open. His mom was home. She yelled something up the stairs but he didn’t answer. Maybe she would think he was playing outside. He ripped another sheet of paper out of his notebook and started drawing. He needed the troll to attack. 

The shadow was clearer now, now with the fatal details that were absent before. Steve couldn’t see. His wide eyes stared straight off the page. He could feel the troll behind him. He knew it was there. He had that feeling of change, like something was different than other nights. The troll hovered above him, silent and ready to strike. It watched over Steve like a spirit, or an angel.

Two more pages and the troll was ready to strike. Time was passing quickly and already the sun was covered by grey clouds. The wind had picked up and was beginning to blow into the red curtains of Ryan’s room. He quickly scratched into the next blank paper.

Steve’s blankets furled into the air as the troll grabbed him on both sides. He didn’t have a chance to gasp for breath before the claw clamped onto his face, covering his mouth and nostrils. The steel bristles dung into his cheek and into his lips. His arms reached up to push them away, but they couldn’t do anything to the thick, leathery arms. The other claw wrapped around Steve’s stomach and pulled him off the bed.

The red of the sun merged with Ryan’s red curtains. The wind had died down, getting ready for a quiet night, but now it was beginning to blow again. Steve reached out to the empty walls, trying to scream. The bed rose above him. He raked at the blankets, pulling the main comforter off the bed. Somehow, the claws had gotten under the bed and were pulling him under with it. He held onto the bedframe, latching his hands on firmly. As his sweaty fingers started to slide off the frame, he finally ran out of panicked breath and let go.

Three more pages finished. Ryan’s fingers were trembling. He dropped the pencil and let his head fall into his hands. In the picture, Steve’s glasses still rested on the bedside table. His parents would come to wake him up the next morning and Steve would be gone. His bed would just be empty and no one would have a clue as to what really happened.

Ryan placed the series of drawings on his desk in the right order. There were nine of them, total. His eyes passed the clock, which read “7:35 AM.” The sun was just sinking beneath the treeline. The red curtains were barely glowing against the sky. The breeze was still steadily blowing, waving the curtains in and out like giant heaving breaths.

Ryan opened his folder and looked through the other drawings. Though some of them had seemed to appear out of mystery, all of them had some sort of memory attached, as if he had really drawn them all. He picked up one that was drawn in color. He didn’t even own colored pencils. It was one he hadn’t seen before. The troll was sitting on a green bed, his paws over his stomach in satisfaction.

His eyes moved to the desk, at the other drawings. Now he noticed other things. The glasses were missing. Steve’s bed was now nicely made, pushed up next to a window with curtains. Ryan looked closer, a dead fear quickening through his veins. Though it wasn’t in color, he knew what color curtains were.

He looked at the boy in the first picture. His dark hair had lightened. In the next picture, he wasn’t even lying in bed. He was sitting by a desk, looking at something of his own.

Ryans’s fingers were shaking. He dropped the picture. Feeling his eyes clamp up, he leaned over to pick it up, and then saw something else. On the bed, nearly blending in with the blankets, the tip of the troll’s horns were peaking from behind the bed. Ryan looked up quickly.

The dark green blankets reflected the moonlight, sending ripples of white across the comforter. He could see them. Two horns were sticking out from behind the bed. Ryan stared, strangely calm. As the troll’s head lifted and its large, circle eyes looked back at him with hunger, Ryan could only feel the shallow, iron pulsing of his lungs.

The troll was smiling, letting its body rise higher with every breath.

“Hello, Ryan,” it said simply. Ryan shifted uneasily in his chair. The troll’s lips lifted gently and it showed its teeth. New blood stained the corners, turning the tips dark red.

